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J. F JL Y ORIGINAL incentive to write a book about women in their 
relation to music came from a women s chorus that met for fifteen 
years in the music room of my home. It was my responsibility to find 
appropriate music for my friends who gathered here to sing — ^women 
like myself, neighbors with husband, children, and home. 

From the beginning I was both surprised and shocked at the type 
of choral literature offered by the music publishers. It was childish, 
trivial, far too sentimental for these intelhgent women who took time 
out of their busy Lives for spiritual exaltation. It was, indeed, listed in 
many catalogues as music intended for “women’s and childrens 
voices”! I was amazed that the modern woman, with her high educa- 
tion, her personal liberty, and her active participation in Ae life of 
the community, was satisfied to sing, in a group, music manifestly 
inferior to other works of the same composers for solo voice or mixed 
chorus. 

Almost none of the music we sang was composed by women. Why, 
I wondered, do my contemporaries, with their aspiration to seff- 
expression, their notable attainments in this direction, neither excel 
as individual creators of the important music of our civilization nor 
even use a natural musical ability as a common mode of self-expres- 
sion? Women musicians are experts in performing vocal and instru- 
mental music, but rarely do they play or sing music that they them- 
selves have composed. Why do they allow themselves to be merely 
carriers of the creative musical imagination of men? Why do they not 
use the language of music, as they use gesture and speech, to com- 
municate their own ideas and feelings? 

It is not necessary here to emphasize the value of music in relation 
to spiritual stature. Philosophers of all ages have dwelt upon the im- 
portance of music as both an outlet for the spirit and emotions and as 
discipline for the mind. It is generally recognized that music gives 
access to regions in the subconscious that can be reached in no other 
way. By plumbing depths where nature and spirit are in unity, a 
greater awareness of surrounding conditions may be developed and 
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other inherent native talents may be stimulated into activity. Wom- 
en’s failure to think in terms of their own creative music has the in- 
evitable result of causing a kind of feminine spiritual starvation. 
Moreover, it thins the quality of musical feeling and expiession in 
general. 

My intense interest in the enrichment of women s inner lives led 
me, therefore, from document to document, from book to book and 
article to article, from interview to interview with musicologists and 
specialists in other forms of learning related to this one, in my search 
for an understanding of women and music. 

Among the countless things I wanted and needed to know were 
these, as illustrative: Had anyone undertaken a methodical analysis 
of early women^s dirges and oJffered explanations for their composi- 
tion? Did Victoria create his beautiful women s chorus "Duo Sera- 
phim” for the Empress Maria and the nuns of Descalzas Reales in 
Madrid? Did ladies in medieval castles merely repeat songs impro- 
vised by men for their entertainment or did they evolve songs of their 
own? In modern times did American women play instruments with 
men in such musical groups as the Boston Flute Players Club? 
Whgre could I get the answers? 

Grove's Dictionary of Music and Musicians was more of a puzzle 
than a source of information for my purposes. General histories of 
music rarely mention women. Wider histories of a general nature 
commonly ignore music while dealing with the "people.” Fully half 
of the authors to whom I turned for knowledge, since they took ac- 
count of women in connection with music, affirmed the passivity of 
women in this art except as inspirers of masculine musicians. Even in 
a book on Woman in Music carrying chapters headed Bach, Beetho- 
ven, Schubert, and Schumann, I discovered that women were de- 
picted only as friends or relatives of these famous men musicians* 

Yet I refused to be completely discouraged; I was firmly convinced 
that the whole story of music had not been told in a single volume, in 
any compendium of information on music, or in any collected series 
of works on the subject. I determined to find woman in this larger 
story of musical creativeness where I believed she belonged. 

As I proceeded to read and to make independent inqxrWas, I did in 
fact find a great mass of material, both written and jictorial, con- 
cerning women and music. There were the rock painttogs revealing 
women musicians. There were myths and legends about the musical 
activities of hundreds of goddesses and other feminine spirits — sym- 
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bols and reflections of women in real life. There were the songs and 
dances of primitive women and of peasants. There were many refer- 
ences in scattered sources to Egyptian, Sumerian, Cretan, Greek, 
Roman, Chinese, East Indian, Arabian, and Jewish women musicians 
and also to the famous Saracen singing girls with their descendants 
at the court of the Great Mogul. There was proof of the participation 
of Christian women in the music of the early organized groups of 
Christ's followers. There were descriptions of women musicians from 
medieval times to the modern age. There were also musical scores 
demonstrating the character of a considerable amount of women’s 
compositions. 

From books in which this factual material appeared I have assem- 
bled, classified, and arranged pertinent items in manageable form. 
With my complete bibliography they may be studied in the Smith 
College and in the University of Pennsylvania libraries. The material 
on goddesses has been segregated for an article requested by the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica and will appear there in a forthcoming edi- 
tion. It is my intention ultimately to make a reference book dealing 
exclusively with women s symbols and deities. Since pictures are in- 
dispensable in a comprehensive history of women and music, illus- 
trations accompany each folio of collected material. Reinforcing the 
power of the written word, they positively portray musicians and 
they demonstrate the connection of women musicians with religious 
rites such as goddess worship and with the personal exuberance of 
women’s spirit. 

My distillation of facts for the present volume begins with four 
chapters on women as musicians in living groups of people called 
primitives and peasants. Why do I start with women of these types? 
There are two reasons: one is that the musical activities of such 
women, as in all modern researches for social origins, suggest the 
forms that prehistoric musical vitality assumed; the other is the clear 
evidence that such women are customarily on footings of equality or 
superiority with men in the realm of musical invention. In conform- 
ity with the practices of modern anthropological work, therefore, as 
well as with the findings that indicate a natural musicianship among 
women, the background of woman s musicianship in history is fir^ 
brought to attention. 

No doubt it is obvious that this volume is useful as an assortment 
of information about women’s historic musical activities, but its true 
value would be missed if it were viewed merely in that way. Simply 
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to cull items from it, as one might from a catalogue of musical events 
or descriptions, would be to tear apart things inseparably related; 
such as the intimacy between women s musicianship, their emotional 
reactions to productive labor, and their conceptions of the whole 
spiritual aspect of life, including their associations with men and 
children. Great music has always been rooted in religion— when reli- 
gion is understood as an aUitude toward superhuman power and the 
mysteries of the universe. This sensitivity to life, to its aims, its com- 
mands, its forms, and to its supporting emotions within men and 
women is a phase of the feminine being that, if deeply understood, 
should operate as an incitement to musicians, artists, poets, dancers, 
and all persons who long for a greater art expression in our modern 
world. 

Itis now nearly twenty years since I began to collect facts and to 
formulate ideas about women in their relation to music. During this 
long time, certain people have encouraged me beyond the point of 
polite interest in a neglected subject. Fundamentally, their support 
consisted in an understanding of my long and hard study in prepara- 
tion for handling so diflScult a matter, coupled with faith that the 
kind of book I had in mind could illuminate women’s aptitude for 
musical composition, and induce in that light an impulse to more 
creativeness. From the beginning, the steadfast encouragement of 
my husband has been my greatest boon. His respect* for me as an in- 
dividual, creative in my own right, gave me the spiritual sustenance 
xc:g[uired for the expression of any original thinking. 

For continuously challenging the validity of my interpretations 
and helping me to verify them from the authority of their own expe- 
rience and knowledge, several women have my sincere gratitude. In 
that respect, Harriet Gratwick, Mabel Carnarius, Lela Vauclain, and 
my daughters live in these pages. In the early days when my project 
was in its infancy, Kathi Meyer, at that time librarian of the Paul 
Hirsch Library at Frankfurt am Main, opened the door to fruitful 
hues of research. Her wide musicological knowledge, so freely 
shared, has been a benefaction to me ever since. KaAerine Swan, 
Russian sociologist and philologist, wrote for me an account of the 
participation of Russian women of all classes in music. Louise Beck, 
collaborator with Jean Beck in his work on the troubadours of 
France, gave me details about the musical activities of medieval 
ladies. Ruth Benedict, in the Department of Anthropology at Co- 
Ixunbia University, taught me that womans musical imagination de^ 
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pends upon the culture pattern of any given group for development 
as definitely as does any other hurnan characteristic. The first to give 
me systematic editorial help was Katherine R. Drinker, at one time 
managing editor of the Journal of Industrial Hygiene. From first to 
last, Ann Chase has been constructively reviewing versions of the 
manuscript from the point of view of philosophy and psychology, 
and Catherine Drinker Bowen has as continuously given me the 
benefit of her great skill in the use of Enghsh. Mary R. Beard, who 
has written on women in long history but exclusive of the woman 
musician, warmly and generously reassured me that my efforts to 
introduce this feature of women’s capabihty were socially important. 

When I discovered that primitive women often displayed remark- 
able evidence of creative imagination, Heinrich A. Wieschhoff, cura- 
tor of the African section of the University of Pennsylvania Museum, 
patiently answered a myriad of questions about rock paintings and 
primitive customs. More recently, M. F. Ashley-Montagu, associ- 
ate professor of anatomy at Hahnemann Hospital in Philadelphia, 
checked my social anthropological data, and William Schuman, di- 
rector of the Juilliard School of Music, approved the section on mod- 
ern developments for the woman musician. The efficiency of Arthur 
Hamlin, assistant librarian in the service division of the University of 
Pennsylvania Library, in locating obscure books and articles has 
been a constant spur to continued research. 

To Marjorie Barstow Greenbie I am indebted for final editorial 
services, which words cannot measure. Her long literary experience, 
coupled with Sydney Greenbie’s wise advice, helped me to keep ex- 
cessive details within bounds, to explain certain passages that might 
otherwise have been obscure to the general reader, to highlight sev- 
eral matters that I had perhaps underlighted, to add vivid touches 
from far-off places, and generally to give me confidence that my 
history of women in music would find popular appreciation. 

I present my message, therefore, in the hope that it will remind 
every woman — and especially my own little granddaughters, Sophie, 
Ann, Ernesta, and Caroline — that they have deep, and as yet in our 
world, untapped reservoirs of imaginative power. 

Sophie Drinker 

Merion, Pennsylvania 
June, 1947 
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SINGERS OF MAGIC 


I. 

rr HEN the men of New Guinea are away at war, or on a long 
journey, their women beat upon booming gongs and sing to hasten 
the coming of the new moon. The first one to see the thin golden 
crescent in tlae sky gives a shout and all the women rejoice: "Now 
we see the moon, and so do our husbands, and now we know that 
they are well; if we do not sing, they would be sick or some other 
misfortune would befall them.” ^ 

No man composed the music. No man stands in the jungle shad- 
ows and waves his baton. No audience listens. But as the night si- 
lence deepens, and two or three tiny pinpricks of light in the village 
of thatched huts go out, and the young moon rides high in the sky, 
the voice of the leader soars as if it would lay hold of the very horns 
of the moon, and the voices of the others come in, rich and strong, 
supported by the rolling beat of the drums. The moonlight on their 
dark eyes and gleaming dark faces lights them into a deadly earnest- 
ness. They are not doing this to entertain anybody, even themselves. 
This is woman s music made by women only, for a woman s purpose. 
(See Plate 1.) 

"If we do not sing our men will die.” Theirs is an incantation or 
singing to invoke the powers that govern the rhythm of life. This 
moon that appears in tibe sky like a newborn baby will wax in the 
following nights like a growing child into a full round being. The 
women have power to invoke it with singing for the protection of 
their men, because they are the Daughters of the Moon. 

Everywhere in the world simple, unlettered women who live more 
under the open sky than under roofs, without men s books, without 
men s churches and universities, feel their being as women peculiarly 

3 



4 MUSIC AND WOMEN 

linked to the celestial being of the moon. For the rhythmic drama of 
a woman’s bodily life, of which childbirth is the great climax, is 
timed to the cycle of the moon. Her monthly cycle is four weeks or a 
lunar month. She measures the time it will take her to bring her child 
to birth by the waxing and waning of the moon. Ten times the thin, 
gleaming orescent will appear in the sky, ten times it will grow to its 
full, round, lusty prime, and ten times it will fade and shrink and so 
grow old and die. Ten times it will be born again. And at the tenth 
moon the child will be born, and grow like the moon to full splendor, 
and wane, and die — to be reborn again like the moon, if a woman 
has faith and makes the proper incantations or singing. 

2 . 

Music in its elemental and primitive form, as still practiced by 
people of the simpler societies all over the world, is incantation. In- 
cantation from Latin cantare, to sing, and in, meaning into, is liter- 
ally a singing into. The primitive musician believes that by directing 
the force of rhythm and sound upon a thing, a person, or a situation, 
he can make it conform to his will. 

To any honest and simple mind looking out on the wild world of 
living things, life is identical with rhythm and sound. A dead thing 
does not make a sound. Its heart does not beat. Therefore life is 
rhythm and sound. What is more reasonable than the application of 
rhythm and sound to objects, forcing into them the kind of life one 
wants them to have? 

A Zuni Indian woman making pottery, for instance, will imitate 
with her voice the sound of water boiling. This is to make the pot 
firm and unbreakable when water boils in it. Bavenda women pound- 
ing grain imitate the sound made by their pestles — gu, gu — in the 
mortars. Zufii priestesses sing to the Spirit of Rain: “Fall upon the 
mountains and on the plainsl”® As they pronounce the command 
they drop their voices in a descending scale to imitate the falling 
rain. Lithuanian women imitate the sounds of words that are them- 
selves suggestive of the rustling of winds, the gurgling of water, and 
the trilhng of birds. 

In this primitive world there is rarely poetry without melody. 
Poems are usually sung. When asked whether words or melody came 
first into an artist’s mind, a Hopi Indian said that song meant words 
and music conceived simultaneously. Where texts of songs have been 
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written down by some visitor or literate scribe, an accompanying 
melody can therefore be assumed. 

But this music has a practical aim. It is designed to do something. 
When a girl in Palestine thinking of her distant lover sings: 

"O trees, bend down to shade him, 

O stars, shine brightly for him!” ^ 

she is making use of words to control the elements. And when a 
Greek nurse sings to a wakeful child: 

‘The sun is sleeping in the mountains, 
the partridge in the woods — ^ 

her aim is to induce sleep by the power of suggestion inherent in the 
words. With us such words are merely poetic parlance. But these 
women believe them to be a practical method of attaining their ends. 

As if to make their texts irresistible, women often end their formu- 
las with words like these: 

My words, be strong and sticky, harder than stone, 

Stickier than glue or sulphur, saltier than salt. 

Sharper than a sword, stronger than steel.® 

Out of the determination to make the words stick grows the musi- 
cian's artistry. Rhythmical sounds and a variety of imitative tones re- 
inforce the meaning of words and persuade or compel the listener to 
attend to them. So also do instruments. Women often make rattles 
by using gourds or by sewing little bags of dried skin and filling 
them with seeds or pebbles. They make pipes or flutes or stamping 
tubes by using hollow reeds or bamboo. They make the gourd zithers 
and probably the musical bow that in Rhodesia has nothing to do 
with the hunter s bow and is never used by men. Among European 
peasants women often use harp, dulcimer, and castanets; the tam- 
bourine is everywhere their special instrument. In many parts of the 
primitive world women not only use drums but make the drums 
themselves. 

Except for drums, however, instruments are undeveloped in com- 
parison to ours and exist generally for the purpose of making a noise 
' to frighten away or to attract spirits. The voice is the instrument, 
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and vocal music has attained in many primitive cultures a high state 
of artistic expression. 

Just as it is obvious to the intelligent nature v^orshiper that life is 
rhythm and sound, and that if one directs the right rhythm and 
sound upon something, one puts life into it, so it is equally obvious 
that women are the proper persons to make incantations. Clearly 
women are more closely related to the life force than men, because 
they have the power to make new human beings in their own bodies. 

Moreover, in some mysterious way this power in women to make 
people is related to the waxing and waning of the moon. Here, in the 
sky, waxing and waning, dying and coming to life again, is the mag- 
ical prototype of life. And women, who make human beings, are ob- 
viously related to the moon in some special way. 

So the woman's natural authority is the authority over life and 
death. By singing, she who understands human birth has the power 
to bring about birth everywhere. So woman's music is made in the 
stupendous faith that if it is only made in the right way, it can turn 
the old into new and bring the dead to life. There is thus concen- 
trated in the single indivisible magic of a womans incantation the 
foundation of the modem professions of religion, medicine, and 
music. 


3 . 

I heard it while traveling — 

The womans song being sung.® 

From the edge of the frozen tundra in the day-long night of the arctic 
winter, in Canada and Siberia, to the coral reefs of the Pacific and the 
green slopes of South Sea islands, which are like mountain peaks half 
sunk in the sea; from the vast hot spaces of Africa to old villages 
under the spruce and pine in Finland and Russia; from the foggy 
Aleutian Islands to Indian pueblos, under the blazing sky of New 
Mexico; in a thousand villages tucked quietly behind the peaks of 
the Andes, or forgotten on the slopes of Mount Olympus; in the val- 
leys of the Himalayas and by the springs of the Yangtze and the Yel- 
low rivers, or lost in the folds and crannies of Central Exirope — 
brides, mothers, and old wives are making their own music. Blue- 
eyed or dark-eyed, pink-cheeked, olive-sldnned, deeply branette; 
Estonian women with smooth blonde sheets of hair; Indian women 
with dark braids; African women with ti^t curls, each oiled and 
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carefully set; dark-skinned Melanesian women with bleached, bushy 
hair that is like a gold cap atop a vivid dark face — they are singing 
their incantations, tlieir songs of joy and songs of sorrow. Through 
their compositions, in which words and music are of one inspiration, 
there resounds the story of birth, love, work, death, and rebirth, the 
story of hearth and home, the liturgy of woman s religion. 

The primitive woman s authority over life and death, thus ex- 
pressed in music, is supported by all the circumstances of primitive 
society. 

Bringing life, fostering it with food and warmth, keeping human- 
ity in touch with the spirit world are her normal activities. Her in- 
born talents all have a high value for the type of society in which she 
lives. What she does economically brings health and wealth to her 
people; what she does spiritually gives them contact with the life 
force. The more she asserts herself and the more she emphasizes her 
natural ways, the more power she brings to her tribe and the more 
she develops her own physical, mental, and spiritual stature. Child- 
bearing, far from interfering, actually stimulates the development of 
creative imagination, especially her musical faculty. For around the 
physical nourishment and the spiritual aids that the mother must 
provide for the child, primitive family and social life are organized. 

"In olden times, men and women were like two distinct peoples, 
a Natchez Indian told an eighteenth-century French missionary. The 
primitive family is a considerable community of women and girls 
and boys under twelve, to which any number of men are more or less 
loosely attached. It is closely knit and self-suflScient, sustained by the 
women's monopoly of basic industry — ^the production of food and 
clothing. Women in primitive societies need no by-your-leave from 
their menfolk. They go about their business, not much caring what 
the men do, sure that when the time comes men will be drawn back 
to them by the irresistible double lure of sex and food. 

Since primitive industries are centered in the communal household, 
the women must be well organized. There is the head of the group, 
usually the old mother or mother-in-law, who lectures the younger 
ones perpetually. She really doesn't know how she gets anything 
done witli a lot of addlepated girls who are always planning to steal 
away and meet their lovers under the palm tree or the bamboo tree 
or the fir tree. She is annoyed with young women who are always 
mooning over their husbands or worrying about the babies. And she 
thinks the younger generation has no religion and never will learir to 
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carry a tune or rotate their hips or shake their heels smoothly and 
rapidly in the community dance. Among the Maoris, where the grand 
old woman, work boss, priestess, and musician in one, functions at 
her best, she keeps after the girls from morning till night about their 
voices and the use of their bodies, while instructing them at intervals 
in all the other mysteries of life, and boring them to death with the 
recital of long genealogies. Thus, somehow or other, the new genera- 
tion of women leaders and musicians is trained. 

Subordinate to the old woman leader, but co-operating with her, 
are other older women, aunts, cousins, and females adopted into the 
household years before, down to the elder sister who is complete 
manager of the younger ones and responsible for all their sins. 

Often women are organized into religious associations, or secret 
societies, by which they assert and emphasize their independence 
and solidarity. In certain African tribes today, women force men to 
remain in their huts during the performance of the secret rites. Men 
are convinced that their own vital powers would shrink up forever 
should they attempt to glance at the women’s mysteries. In sex soli- 
darity, women share their normal experiences, work in groups, play 
games together, help each other in childbirth, and worship their own 
spirits. Sometimes they speak in different language terms from those 
of the men. Wherever they dance, they use steps of their own inven- 
tion, beat drums with their own rhythms, and sing songs of their own 
creation. (See Plate 2.) 

Such institutions tend to develop women leaders whose authority 
often extends into the larger life of the community. As queen, dbief- 
tainess, priestess, prophetess, seeress, oracle, shamaness, magician, 
musician, and even as old wife who has experienced Mfe, woman ex- 
ercises a natural control over the members of her society. If and 
when women Celebrate jointly with men at religious ceremonies 
and games, they perform as an independent unit with their own 
leaders. 

Leadership in the fields where women have natural authority — ^in 
music, healing, and ritual — ^is strengthened by the attitude of the 
community. Among many simple people woman is highly valued for 
her natural bond with the life force. She is often regarded as the sym- 
bol of life itself. As long as the deep stream of mothers and daugh- 
ters, bearing husbands and sons in its powerful current, flows on un- 
distrubed, die spirit of the tribe prospers. Mothers symbolically pass 
the torch of life to their daughters; a girl in the bloom of youth with 
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a moon tattooed on her back, a star on her forehead, and a turtle on 
her hands must dance to stimulate fertility in field and home. A May 
queen and a chosen youth must exchange the kiss that awakens life. 
Without the woman in action, tiiere is no life and the spirit lies dor- 
mant, Woman’s authority rests not only in birth but in the function 
of nourishing. Mothers are expected to feed their babies at the breast 
and then to provide other food. So women often identify themselves 
with the earth, or with grain, or with flowers and fruit. Some of the 
North American Indians call the corn "old woman who never dies” 
— the same name they have for the moon. Iroquois women regard 
the food spirits as their sisters and thank them with song: 

On the planted fields I walked: 

Throughout the fields I went: 

Fair fields of corn I saw there: .... 

I have thanked the sustainers of life.® 

In one of the most beautiful liturgies in existence the Zuni Indians 
glorify the nurturing mother. The Maiden-Mothers of the North, 
West, South, and East carry trays of seeds, each her own kind, as the 
wonderful truth is chanted: 

"Lo, as a mother of her own being and blood gives life and sus- 
tenance to her offspring, so have these given unto ye — ^for ye are 
their children — the means of life and sustenance. . . . Beholdl 
beautiful and perfect were the maidens, and as this their flesh, 
derived from them in beauty and by beautiful custom is perfect and 
beautiful, so shall it confer on those nourished of it, perfection of 
person and beauty. . . .” ® 

By reason of women’s function as the source of food and drink for 
the newborn child, women are called upon to ensure, by charms 
and incantations, the water and the food for the community. They 
have authority over springs and wells, and often are the official rain 
charmers, passing on their magic powers to a daughter. Some peo- 
ples believe that woman’s magic touch makes the grain grow. Among 
European peasants, where the formal ceremonies of the church have 
not completely superseded women’s rites, women clap hands, shout, 
dance, shake tambourines, play pipes, and sing to celebrate the first 
day after midwinter and help call the spring and the season of new 
growth. (See Plate 3.) In Russia when spring is in the air and the 
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birds are expected again, women bake buns in the shape of larks. 
Their daughters carry the buns out into the fields and call on Ldda, 
goddess of fertility, love, and marriage. 

"Bless, Mother, oil Mother Lddal 
Bless us to call the spring, 

To see off the winter.” 

Many expect a priestess rather than a priest, or priestess and priest 
together, to serve in the religious ceremonies organized for the pur- 
pose of praying for prosperity. Great festivals are held at regular in- 
tervals and celebrated by men and women together for the purpose 
of inducing fertility, of renewing the warmth of the sun, of reviving 
the moon, of giving thanks for harvest, of casting out evil spirits, 
and of propitiating the nature deities. In some places, women and 
men beat the drums together and have dances in which both sexes 
perform. Among the Hootka Indians (U.S.A.) there are mixed cho- 
ruses in which the men and the women sing in harmony. In other 
places women have their own dances and their own magic music. 
The womens choir, with its own leader, brings its own songs. For 
women to imitate men, or fail to make their own contribution, 
would be to defeat the purpose of their participation. This purpose 
is to assert and to emphasize the natural way of women in the 
scheme of life. 

Women s authority over life and death extends to all matters 
affecting the security or continued life of the tribe. On this account 
some people even give women authority over the making of war. 
The Jabo tribe in Africa, for example, has two parliaments — the par- 
liament of the young women and that of the older women. \^at 
these parliaments decide often becomes the law of the land. They 
decide that a stranger who wants to enter their country must not be 
admitted. And he is not admitted. They tell their men not to go to 
war and the men do not go. 

To every people, war is both a religious undertaking and a practi- 
cal task. Among primitive people it requires the services of women 
as the guardians of life. In their role of life givers they are indispen- 
sable to military victory. When the Haida Indian men go out to 
battle, the women sing and dance all night, pointing spears in the di- 
rection of the enemy. Women of the Karagive tribe accompany their 
men to war and beat the war drums. Scouting, fighting, inspiring 
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men with courage, rejoicing at victory, lamenting the fallen, ensur- 
ing the continued life of their tribes, and performing difiFerent kinds 
of sympathetic magic with music are all activities regarded as nor- 
mal for women in wartimes. ( See Plate 4. ) 

Women's songs are valued as a means of transmitting strength to 
warriors. Among the Omaha Indians there is an old and untrans- 
latable term, We Ton toaan, for those verses women sing in front of 
the empty tent of a man away at war: 

*T?he timid leader never wins fame. 

Let the tribes hear of youl” 

Through women the strength of the warrior may be preserved 
and transmitted to the tribe even in death. When an African Ibibio 
man is killed in battle, married women who are his next of kin rescue 
the corpse. No man may touch it. Weeping and singing sad songs, 
the scouts bear the dead warrior to a forest glade called owokafai — 
the place of those slain by sudden death. They lay him on a bed 
made of fresh leaves. Then they cut young branches from a sacred 
tree and wave the boughs over the genital organs of the warrior to 
extract his spirit of fertility into the leaves. Knowledge of the rites 
must be kept from men and from unmarried girls. Only married 
women, who have felt the virility of men in their bodies, can know 
the secret of life. To them it was entrusted by their great goddess 
"in the days when woman, not man, was the dominant sex ... on 
the guarding of this secret depended the strength of the tribe. Were 
the rites once disclosed — few or no babes would be born, barns and 
herds would yield but scanty increase, while the arms of future gen- 
erations of fighting men would lose their strength and hearts Aeir 
courage.” This ceremony is conducted to the accompaniment of 
low, wailing chants, which only these wives of warriors have author- 
ity to sing, or even to know. 

Even in places close to modern civilization the custom for choirs 
of women to sing the laments for warriors has persisted. On January 
1, 1942, at Honolulu, when a funeral ceremony was held in memory 
of soldiers and sailors killed at Pearl Harbor, a choir of Polynesian 
women ojSSciated. According to a newspaper account: "The silence 
was broken only by sobs and the soft chant for departed warriors 
sung by six native girls.” 

The association of women with war, and with music connected in 
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various ways with war, is reflected in the fantastic figure of a terrible 
giantess. This Forest Demon of the Ibibios, whose women are so im- 
portant in war and at the same time so musical, carries in her belly 
all the weapons in the world and also all the music. Bringing life to 
men engaged in a death struggle with the enemy and making appro- 
priate music is thus impersonated by a woman spirit. 


4 . 

The importance assigned to women in rites vital to the community 
stimulates women’s musical talents. Because a woman is expected to 
give evidence of this Hfe force flowing through her and because she 
has invented special powerful ways of using music for the benefit of 
her group, she is expected to make music. Primitive woman can be a 
successful musician because she is able both to realize and to idealize 
her natural capacities for work and for thought. Because her group 
demands music from her, she can assert and develop her native musi- 
cal imagination. 

Since women are expected to make important use of music, they 
have all the education in music the tribe can give them. Girls are 
trained in music and are given many opportunities for dancing, play- 
ing instruments, and singing. A girl lives her whole life among people 
who use music easily as a means of self-expression. She is as familiar 
with musical techniques as she is with speech and gestures. From the 
day she is born she hears the language of music and is taught to be- 
lieve that it is a means of communication to be utilized at will. All 
children receive their first impressions of rhythm and melody from 
nurses, older sisters, mothers, and grandmothers. In many places, 
men initiates of religious cults learn the tribal songs and dances from 
the priestess in charge. Most primitive people regard women as pe- 
culiarly fitted by nature to think in terms of music; they consider 
music a direct extension of the functions of motherhood. 

Talent and training in music are reinforced by adequate institu- 
tional support. Women’s organization for making music is identical 
with their organization for the conduct of their worship, work, and 
play. The hierarchy of musicians consists of leaders, individual art- 
ists, and chorus. The chorus is the group of women who are per- 
forming their rites, working, or amusing themselves. The leaders 
and the professionals are the same women who have authority over 



SINGERS OF MAGIC 13 

the group in the ordinary course of daily hfe. The priestess-musician 
conducts the religious choir. The work leader conducts the singing 
of the women workers. In fact, a forewoman is often chosen for her 
abihty to sing well and to have a large repertory of songs and stories. 
(See Plates 5 and 6. ) 

Both leaders and choir function under conditions that encoiurage 
them to do their best. Individual artists enjoy tremendous prestige 
and are often called in to perform at funerals, at weddings, and 
other occasions of community import. In North Russia, where the 
song leaders (stihovdditzi) are particularly musical, the chantress 
conducts the old rites and observes the old customs with authority 
often inherited through the mothers hne. She knows by heart the 
ancient portions of the incantations and invocations that must be 
sung at every ceremony. She improvises new texts and new melodic 
lines to suit the emergency — a description of the virtues of the de- 
ceased, a history of the tribe, a portrayal of national characteristics, 
or whatever seems to be expected by her followers. The respect ac- 
corded her by both men and women is genuine, engendered by an 
inherited belief in her power to invoke the forces of hfe and by an 
admiration for her fertile imagination, which never fails to meet the 
artistic requirements of her group. 

The women’s choir functions at childbirth, at all rites of the re- 
birth, at work, at war, and for entertainment. According to local cus- 
tom, the chorus sings in unison or in parts. In the Solomon Islands 
women sing thirds and fifths. In Papago Indian music a drone tone 
is held by women above the melody. Hottentot women often add a 
motif that, after an interval, they repeat with variations. An inter- 
esting type of part singing is performed by Russian singers. They de- 
velop variants to the melody, the effect being a rich harmonic struc- 
ture quite different from the canonic imitation of western European 
polyphony. The responsorial form, in which the leader gives the first 
line of the verse and the chorus responds with additional lines, is uni- 
versal. Antiphonal singing, which means that one group answers an- 
other group, is especially common among the Lithuanians, who, hke 
many peasants, retain early customs. Among primitive women and 
many European peasant women the woman’s chorus is as important 
a medium for the realization of women’s musical ideas as is die solo 
singer. The solo singer’s function is that of leader of the chorus. 
Though she may sing a portion of the song alone, she is primarily the 
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spokeswoman for the group, who come in, rich and strong, with 
their own voices. The object of such singing is not the featuring of 
an individual, but collective expression under leadership. 

Where women are recognized as having authority to make music 
for important ends, where training, organization, and incentives ade- 
quate for the kind of music expected of them are provided, primitive 
and peasant women living today are functioning as authoritative, 
creative musicians. No man makes their music for them; they make 
their own. No man leads them; they provide their own leaders. In 
their societies there is women’s music — ^music conceived by women 
to fit their own experiences and to accompany their own activities. 
Women have their own dance steps, their own rhythmic patterns, 
and their own melodic lines. These are not, in any sense, imitative of 
men’s, but spring wholly from the depths of their own approach to 
life and from associations lying deep in their inner lives. The expla- 
nation women themselves give of the nature of their songs is that 
some houored heroine or ancestress bequeathed the music to them, 
or else that they conceived it in a dream. 

Though women imitate in their songs the natural sounds of the 
world around them, a man’s voice is one natural sound that they do 
not imitate. In the entire range of the societies where women are cre- 
ative musicians, instances of women assuming men’s attitudes, taking 
over men’s rites, singing in forced chest tones are rare and incon- 
spicuous. On the other hand, instances of men wearing women’s 
clothes, even castrating themselves, and singing in falsetto like 
women are, throughout history, frequent in men’s religious cere- 
monies. 

A complete collection of women’s songs would fill many volumes, 
since, indeed, half of the folk songs and art songs of primitive and 
peasant people have been created by women, half of the total num- 
ber of human beings. But our system of notation is, unfortunately, 
inadequate to reproduce them. On that account, many melodies to 
extant texts have been lost, or have become integrated into an ever 
changing musical idiom. 

Wonderful songs and dances do not, of course, spring from every 
group of primitive people. Some races are not musically minded but 
develop their talents in other directions. Some merely make a noise 
with instruments and voice. But when a race is inclined to music, 
women as well as men, girls as well as boys evince the ability to 
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think in terms of melody and rhythm, and even in harmony. It 
should be understood without laboring the point that women musi- 
cians of primitive and peasant societies are not to be compared to 
Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, and other musical giants of our civiliza- 
tion. These belong to an entirely dififerent cultural level and cultural 
ideal. Primitive men are not creating harmony and counterpoint 
any more than are the women. But the music that women do create 
is of a quality and type entirely satisfactory to them and to their 
men, and is the highest that their culture knows. It requires for its 
composition, moreover, the same germ of emotional and artistic 
potency — ^the same capacity for symbolic thinking — that is required 
for the development of musical imagination at any time. 

Most observers and historians of social activities in primitive tribes 
agree that the great school of primitive music owes its continuance to 
the woman musician. In both the quantity and the quality of music, 
women excel. Women dance more and sing more than men do. 
Women are the chief repositories for racial musical expression. It is 
they who store the incantations, the dirges, and the epics in their 
memories and who know the tribal lore. Women are also the chief 
transmitters of history, which is generally retailed in song and story. 
In the absence of written records, primitive music is passed on orally 
and often through the filter of woman’s preconceived musical ideas, 
especially through lullabies and songs at initiation ceremonies. 

Examples of primitive tribes in which women s musical activity is 
conspicuous in tribal life can be chosen from all types of humanity. 
Beginning in the north, the women of Kamchatka, of other abo- 
riginal Siberian tribes, of the Eskimo peoples, especially those of 
Greenland, are outstanding musicians as compared to the men of 
their groups. In the Pacific islands, the Dyak women in Borneo excel 
in the music of their culture. The Trobriand Islanders, the Fiji Is- 
landers, and many of the Maoris belong in this category. Among the 
black people of Africa the woman musician is in her element. Bush- 
women, Pygmies, the Bavenda, the Ba-Ronga, the Valenge, Da- 
homeans, Ashantis, Wanyamwezi, the Tuareg, and many others 
represent woman’s musical imagination in action. 

Collectors of Oriental songs have commented on the extent of 
women’s musical activity. In Tibet, for instance, and among the 
Dravidians of India, women musicians are outstanding. Grierson, 
who collected songs from different sets of people in India, said that 
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he could not have performed his task successfully if he had not had 
access to the Hindu ladies’ private quarters — the place where the 
old songs were remembered and sung. Women in Siam and Cam- 
bodia also excel as musicians. And Jewish women, wherever they 
live, have a native talent for musical expression. (See Plate 18.) 

In the group of European peasants, women musicians stand out 
with undeniable power. Safarik, a prominent Slav scholar, said: 
‘"Wherever there is a Slavonic woman, there also is a song. A good 
half of the beautiful Russian, Yugoslavian, Bulgarian, Serbian, and 
Albanian folk songs are the product of women’s imagination — their 
authorship in Russia being established by the use of verbs with femi- 
nine endings, such as hodila, trepdla. Fauriel, who collected Romaic 
folk songs, commented upon the fact that many of the most beauti- 
ful were women’s songs. The folk literature of Greece, Finland, Biit- 
tany, Ireland, the Hebrides, and many other places is filled with 
women’s musical poems. Latvian, Estonian, and Lithuanian songs 
are created almost entirely by women. In the vocal music of these 
countries men play an altogether secondary role. In Lithuania, espe- 
cially, the bulk of the musical literature consists of the women’s ex- 
quisite lyrics — ^the daim- 

The manner of many European peasant women’s singing is musi- 
cianship itself. The singers often have absolute pitch and are able 
to dispense entirely with instrumental accompaniment. Voices are 
true, strong, rich, and low. In one Lithuanian folk song a poetess- 
musician asserts herself with these proud words: 

What a sonorous voice I havel 

It is as if it flowed in gold. 

People from afar are listening.^® 

The group singing of both primitive and peasant women is com- 
pletely satisfying to performers and listeners. Just as the women are 
sure of their own worth and confident that their music has a signifi- 
cance for the whole society, so do their rich, warm voices require no 
support from men or from instruments. The sounds produced by 
peasant women in chorus are extravagantly admired by both musi- 
cally untrained listeners and musicologists. 

Music created by these peasant musicians is marked by great 
vigor and richness of imagery, by highly ingenious rhythrdc pat- 
terns, by a sensitivity to natural surroundings, by conspicuous 
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beauty of melodic content, and by the same refined lyrical quality 
that graced the art of the ancient Greek poetess-musician. 

The greatest heights of primitive and peasant music are reached in 
connection with those activities in which women have authority. No 
description, no recording, no evaluation of it can be made, therefore, 
without a recognition of the woman musician. 

5 . 

It is easy for those who live within our own culture pattern to for- 
get how large a portion of the human race is outside this way of life. 
It is also easy to take no notice of the fact that, as peoples outside the 
pattern of western European civilization that was dominant up to 
World War II bestir and assert themselves, they are not necessarily 
accepting the patterns that have prevailed in civilization up to this 
time. 

All over the world there are still men and women who hold to the 
religion in which woman is the natural high priestess and maker of 
music. Many of these people are not to be regarded as uncivilized 
remnants of old races who will ultimately be swept into the currents 
of our present culture. On the contrary, most of them have been in 
touch with our civilization for centuries, and are now under the ad- 
ministration of some government that offers them all modem benefits 
— British, French, Dutch, Russian, or American. Most of them are 
nominally Christian, or are being actively proselytized by mission- 
aries. They have educated leaders trained in the best universities of 
Europe or America. Withal, in really vital matters they keep to the 
nature religion and observe more or less the ancient festivals, of 
which birth is the central mystery and woman the high priestess, able 
by incantation or music to bend the unseen to her will. 

One cannot see this nature religion anywhere in its entirety. One 
must put it together like the pieces of a picture puzzle — taking a 
birth rite from Africa, a puberty rite from central Asia — ^until the 
whole emerges. On the other hand, secret and unknown to most 
travelers as these customs are, incomplete, often quite archaic, one 
cannot underestimate their vitality. In the revolutionary ferment all 
over the world today, Christians with their roots in the woman s reli- 
gion but with modern education are lustily reasserting themselves. 
This is true of the Maoris of New Zealand, whose Princess Te Puea is 
a genuine political force and earnestly calls for the maintenance of 
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the rites. It is true in the resurgent Indian movement of Latin Amer- 
ica, in Mexico and Peru, and it is true in many parts of Russia. In 
these movements, which are political and social and only inciden- 
tally artistic, there is usually a vigorous assertion of the values of that 
type of communal living in which women s talents as musicians and 
organizers of rites flowered. 

It is true that the woman in these societies is not always a happy 
creature, that she often lacks freedoms her civilized sisters enjoy, 
and that she submits to customs discriminatory to her sex. Neverthe- 
less, woman’s authority as bearer of life is incorporated into religious 
dogma. Every individual woman in the tribe has an inestimable 
spiritual advantage. One of her great advantages is the assumption 
that the supreme life force may be feminine and manifested by 
women. She is not limited to one male divinity with no feminine 
religious officials. 

In these lands where women make songs and folk tales set to 
music, whatever a woman does, what she is, and what she is valued 
for become projected into some kind of image or symbol. An out- 
standing woman becomes magnified and glorified into a goddess. 
When Queen Oya of the Yoruba died about two hundred years ago 
she was elevated to the rank of a divine power. Today homage is 
paid to her as the spirit of the giant river Niger. 

Hardly a primitive or peasant society exists without its spirits who 
lead, protect, and represent women. For the Ibibios, the mother of 
the town is a huge tree. Generation after generation of little brown 
girls is presented to it. Often the guardian of women is a great rock 
or water spirit. Often it is the moon. Again it is a supernatural 
woman. Dzogbemesi— Woman of the Other World— receives the 
prayers of the African Matse mothers. She punishes all those who 
would harm her prot6g6es, even their husbands. The Lithuanian 
Mahra, with loosened hair streaming on her shoulders, holds a 
woman in labor on her lap. L4da, in Russia, brings the flowers and 
fruits of summer. ‘"Mother” and "love” are the same word in the lan- 
guage of the Ibibios. Over them there rules a great life giver, whose 
face is the face of love. This mother-love goddess — Eka Abassi — ^is 
such an overwhelming power that no man dares approach her or 
speak her name above a whisper* 

Of aU the symbols of womanhood, the moon is the most signifi^ 
cant. The mysterious apparent synchronization of woman^s monthly 
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cycle and her term of pregnancy with the lunar cycle brings woman 
and the moon imaginatively together. There is a woman in all moon 
myths. Even in cultures where the moon is a god, the imagery in- 
cludes woman either as the mother of the moon, as mate, or as 
daughter. Over and over again the moon is a god and goddess to- 
gether — symbol of the growth and change that govern all forms of 
life on earth. But as goddess alone, the moon has many forms. She 
may be woman herself who grows and dies and is born again as a 
maiden, bringing with her the hope for the rebirth. She may be ''the 
old woman who never dies.” To the Polynesians she is Hina, the 
great goddess who has the power to grant immortality. To the Slavs 
she is Libussa-Baba, who invented birth and death, and who, as 
Golden Moon, eases birth. Or the moon may be a worker at any of 
womans daily tasks and so unite in symbol the worker and the 
dreamer. 

Behind the beauty and the romance of moon imagery flashes the 
vitalizing idea that woman is the special manifestation of the driv- 
ing, untiring, active force of life. Of this the primitive womans sym- 
bols and musical rites remind her daily. She perceives in everything 
that flows, that lives and moves and grows, something akin to her 
own power of growing and giving birth. The very word "rite” means 
a stream, a flowing, a manner, and a way. All through her life, in 
company with other women, she is asserting the special "way” of her 
sex and showing what good for the whole people can come from her 
work and her thoughts. 

The men of primitive tribes know that womans way in the scheme 
of life brings good. This conviction comes primarily from the practi- 
cal results of women s working and thinking, which in simple socie- 
ties relate directly to the fundamental needs of existence. 

When the various rites of the mother s religion with its music and 
dance ceremonies are pieced together, a kind of composite woman 
emerges — strong, wise, creative by right of her womanhood. She 
cannot be seen anywhere in her perfection, though in fortunate and 
well-educated tribes like the Maoris there are women who very 
nearly approach the ideal stature of musician-chieftainess. But even 
when she seems to a Western tourist to be poor, backward, and 
greatly overburdened with work and babies, she may still have a 
kind of inner spiritual assurance that the educated and pampered 
woman of our civilization lacks. For hers is the inestimable privilege 
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of authority in religion and song. And so the chief priestess of the 
Kwakuitl Indians sings, as she fancifully catches superpower from 
the air and throws it among her people: 

"I have the magical treasure, 

I have supernatural power, 

I can return to lifer" 



BRINGERS OF LIFE 


1 . 

It 

jL>EHIND the music of women, in the simpler societies outside 
our present '"civilized” culture pattern, there is a truly grand idea. It 
is an idea so obvious that it seems to have occurred to women every- 
where, almost as soon as they were able to think in general terms 
and imaginative symbols. It is so fundamental and so universal that 
much of it has been incorporated into all the great religious systems. 

This is the idea: that the process of birth offers the key to the un- 
derstanding of everything else in life. As St. Paul wrote the Romans, 
“For we know that the whole creation groaneth and travaileth . . ” 
As Christ said, “Except a man be born again, he cannot see the king- 
dom of God.” As Buddha said, “The life of an individual on this earth 
is but one link or cycle in an endless chain of births and rebirths.” 

One cannot understand the relation of women to music in our cul- 
ture today until one understands in detail how the primitive woman 
centers music, with its ritual and healing, in what is to her the pri- 
mary fact of human existence — childbirth. 

The circumstances and associations of childbirth set the pattern of 
the music and inspire other rites of the life cycle, such as puberty 
rites and wedding ceremonies. By a process of symbolic thinking, 
simple, profound, almost inevitable, music that has definite associa- 
tions with childbirth becomes the music for death. For except as a 
seed fall into the ground and die, as Christ said, it shall not live. 
And beyond this death, there may be birth if she who gives birth will 
sing in the face of death the song she made out of the struggle of 
birth. 

Marina Niiiiez del Prado has expressed this idea of rebirth in a 
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powerful statue. (See Plate 7.) The Bolivian mother Aymara prays 
to the Spirit of Life for her dead baby: 

“Give back the smile of my dead son in the waving wheatl 
For his flesh, flowers in the strengthening grain of my fields!” 

From this faith it is a short step to the belief that everything good 
and desirable may be thought of as birth into a new condition. So the 
song of birth becomes a magic for the fertilizing of the fields, for the 
protection of men at war, for well-being and success of all kinds. 

2 . 

For the woman, childbirth is a profoundly religious and spirit- 
bearing experience. 

Where there are no physicians and hospitals to take over, anesthet- 
ics to be administered, and trained nurses to preside with imper- 
sonal routine efficiency, a woman must depend on spiritual rather 
than mechanical aids. Nothing mechanical and scientific stands be- 
tween her and the dark glory of the moment when in labor and pain, 
face to face with death, she battles for the new life. But all the un- 
seen mysteries of the universe are involved. Evil ghosts hover to in- 
flict pain. Good spirits may be invoked by incantations and ritual. 
And over all presides the great, brooding mother spirit. So, as a wom- 
an’s time approaches, there are preparations as for a supreme reli- 
gious rite. 

Almost everywhere, women banish men during childbirth. They 
resent any interference and have been known to kill men who spied 
upon them. But in some cases they compel a husband to remain 
alone in a hut and cry out, as if in pain, while his wife, on her part, 
bears her baby in silence. Whatever the local custom is, a profes- 
sional midwife, who is often the high priestess or shamaness or a 
magician, takes charge. The mother or other feminine relatives and 
the woman’s neighbors and friends gather round. In societies where 
the girl leaves her own home and joins her husband’s family, the 
mother-in-law and her relatives are called in. 

Midwives and relatives busy themselves loosening hair, unlocking 
doors, and untying knots in the effort to remove any impediment 
against birth. They swing and dance to keep in the rhythm of life. 
Among the Fans of Africa, the business is so important ^t a special 
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enchantress hides in the bushes near the place of confinement and 
chants an elaborate melody for hours. Even the pregnant woman 
sings. And, over and above the human song, goddesses imitate with 
divine melodies the 'low-lying” mother s voice. 

A Fox Indian woman says of the birth of her son: 

The child could not be born. The women who were attending me 
were frightened. They said, 'We shall pray for help.” My mother- 
in-law went to a woman skilled in birth. She boiled some medicine. 
She made me sit up and she spat upon my head. She gave me the 
medicine to drink. She began singing. She started to go out singing 
and went around the little wicki-up singing. When she danced by 
where I was, she knocked on the side. "Come out if you are a boy,” 
she would say. And she would sing again. When she danced by she 
would again knock the side. "Come out if you are a girl,” she would 
say again. After she sang four times in a circle she entered the 
wicki-up. Now it will be born.” Lo, sure enough, a little boy was 
born.^ 

In the Fiji Islands today women are famous as poetess-musi- 
cians and use their talents to help a woman in childbirth. At this sa- 
cred event they allow no man to be present. Escorting their friend to 
the bank of a river, they place her against a wooden support erected 
for the purpose. The chief midwife, who is also the high priestess of 
the tribe, kneels with pabns upturned in magic gesture, as in Greece 
Eileithyia, the goddess of childbirth, is always depicted. She invokes 
the child about to be bom. Around the two central figures the other 
women stand in a semicircle. They wave their arms to and fro in 
rhythm to her pains and sing with a sighing, wailing sound. The low 
notes are given first and then the sound swells up to a high tone. An- 
other wail begins on the high note and drops dovm, to rise again in 
rhythm with the effort of birth until the child is born.^ 

Here is the model for that rite of symbolic birth which is to be 
found in so many religions. The wooden supports and the woman in 
labor suggest an altar on which is laid a token representing the re- 
birth — the bread and the wine, the flesh broken and the blood 
spilled. Here is not the derived symbol but the act itself — ^the agony 
of struggle for title perpetuation of life in the divine presence. For the 
mother looking tip in her struggle to the soft tropical sky may feel 
that out of it an all-comprehending mother spirit supports her — an 
infinite mercy, who like the moon knows what it is to wax and wane. 
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to go down into darkness and after three days to rise again. So na- 
ture, in this quiet place, makes of the birth chamber a church. The 
fronds of the coconut palms meet overhead like the intricately 
carved arches of a great cathedral. The still waters of the river amidst 
the jungle undergrowth are the baptismal font. The rich tropical 
odor of growing things — of ferns and flowers and ripe bananas and 
of the fertile earth itself — rises like incense. ( See Plate 8. ) 

And because they believe that in themselves they have power to 
invoke life universal, these women have something of sacerdotal dig- 
nity. Clean-limbed and strong, authority in every line of her straight 
backbone and high-held head, dignified and formalized by the gold- 
tinted circle of hair, the high priestess is the intermediary between 
the real and the mystery. The attendants form the liturgical choir 
chanting the eternal affirmation of life. 


3 . 

Unless deliberately stifled, as it is in the Fiji Islands, some audible 
expression of the muscular effort involved in child-bearing accom- 
panies labor pains. In an Indian tribe of Northwestern America, the 
sounds made by women in childbirth are a kind of irregular crying 
or singing, half way between a whine and a melody. But whether a 
whine, a cry, a shriek, or a suggestion of a melody, the generic term 
for these sounds is “wail.” 

In the effort to insure propitious delivery, every power of invention 
is brought to bear upon the childbirth cry. For this is the cry of life, 
the woman speaking in her critical hour to the universal life. The 
proper management of the wail is thought to be so important that it 
is often strictly controlled by social and religious usage. The mother’s 
sound may be re-enforced by the beating of drums, timed to 
strengthen the rhythmical contractions of birth. Sometimes the 
mother makes no sound but, instead, her friends or her husband cry 
out in her behalf. In Thrace and in some Celtic countries, the attend- 
ants, the husband, and all the family cry aloud when the child is 
bom. In certain African tribes, women even pretend that a spirit 
mother is wailing when her child departs from the land of ghosts to 
become a human baby. 

Everywhere in the world, women make their music by imitating 
all kinds of natural sounds — ^the songs of birds, the soughing of wind, 
the rippling of water. But the sound of the birth cry is the natural 
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sound most distinctive of women, the most intimately associated 
with that supreme experience which is the climax of their physical 
life and the source of their religious thinking. The Fiji Island women 
— notable musicians as they are — ^bring to their incantations con- 
siderable technical skill and base their music accompanying child- 
birth upon a sighing, wailing sound. 

In transforming the wail into melody, women have a great variety 
of methods. A musician may herself build a musical phrase around a 
recurring wail. Or she may make a recitative alternating with wailing 
by other women in unison. In Corsica, a chorus of women intone a 
chant. The leader leaps suddenly into the center of the group and 
wails: “Woe! Woe!” as was the custom in performing Greek trag- 
edies. At death ceremonies, Iroquois women formerly divided into 
two choruses, one of which gave the long-drawn out sobbing wail 
while the other sang a melodious chant. 

In this manner, women’s dirges in primitive music were born. As 
an art form, they evolved from the cry of childbirth, and for musical 
existence, depend upon a sound natural only to women. Dirges and 
laments are noticeably absent from the repertoire of primitive men. 
It is the mother’s business to bring hfe, even in death. 

And for this purpose of bringing life women have also stylized the 
wail itself. One magician may give it a regular form with a crescendo 
to a climax, followed by a relapse into a slow, dragging drawl. A 
Nubian woman begins on a high note and drops her voice by thirds 
to a twelfth below the original note. Wailing may be considered an 
art distinct from singing and a wailer, often an official of high stand- 
ing, may be praised for her appealing, or her grand, individual style. 

The wail, in its stylized form, is used now by many primitive peo- 
ple and was used in ancient societies. It was developed by women 
for a particular purpose as an independent art but it is not music 
and never became music. From the simple wail, women also evolved 
the wail song. In company with melodies derived from other inspira- 
tions, this did become music and was employed with endless varia- 
tion by countless women musicians for those many practical purposes 
for which primitive mothers need music. 

4 . 

According to the imagery of women, all life is a series of births 
and rebirths that they are empowered to bring about. Sickness can 
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be transformed into health; adoption can symbolically render a per- 
son a blood relative. Puberty, or mating, is birth into maturity; death 
is rebirth into another world; the annual growth of vegetation, or the 
new moon, is birth for other forms of life. 

One kind of birth is similar to another, so that in some cases the 
imagery of the three great crises of a woman’s life — ^birth, marriage, 
and death — ^become interchangeable. A dead Russian maiden is 
dressed in her wedding garments and her burial is attended by 
friends who come as if the ceremony were for the wedding. In a 
poem by a Greek mourner the bereaved parents implore their daugh- 
ter to return to them but the girl answers: 

“Nay, I may not, dear father mine and mother deep-beloved. 

Yesterday was my marriage day, late yester e’en my wedding. 

‘Hades’ I for my husband have, the tomb for my new mother.” ® 

The human mother’s womb changes into a tomb and death becomes 
a form of marriage. The idea of the poem was clearly inspired by 
womb imagery and derived originally from the reality of childbirth. 

It is easy for us to misunderstand these primitive wail songs be- 
cause, with our overintellectualized and overdepartmentalized ap- 
proach to music and to hfe, we have lost the simple yet profound 
consciousness of the oneness of joy and pain, of birlh and death, that 
is in them. 

The wail alone, or in its elaborated form of lament and dirge, 
sounds mournful in our ears. To observers of primitive women who 
sing with tears streaming down their faces, as in the Maori tangi, it 
may seem an expression of inconsolable grief. But its intent is actu- 
ally to ensure rebirth. The very word “dirge” comes from the Latin 
dirigere, which means “to direct.” The dirge directs the vanished 
life on its way. 

The peculiar mournfulness of this primitive wail music is due to 
two factors. Even for sophisticated audiences sadness is more artisti- 
cally moving than joy. It touches deeper levels of the unconscious. 
It induces a more complete sense of release. The primitive woman 
early learned that an orgy of weeping brought relief— an idea later 
elaborated by Aristotle in his dictum that the function of tragedy 
is the pmgation of pity and fear through representative pain and 
death. So the primitive woman artist makes the most of the wail 
®ong, prolonging it, building it up to climaxes of sorrow. 



BRINGERS OF LIFE 27 

The other factor that makes the wail songs mournful is that life has 
in it much of pain, and pain translated by the woman musician be- 
comes the wail. For the woman every change may be thought of as 
birth or rebirth. And every birth has its memory — or anticipation — 
of physical and emotional distress. Even at weddings, occasions for 
joy and hilarity, women sense the coming suffering inevitable to 
their altered state of life. Mating and childbearing, essential in bring- 
ing about fulfillment of life, have for women an aftermath of pain 
and sacrifice. Estonian bridesmaids sing: 


“Make thyself fine, O lovely maiden — 
and on Ihy head place the wreath of sorrow 
and on thy brow the wreath of pain — 

Quickly, quickly while still there is light 
gird thyself — ^for the twilight is coming on.” * 

But, sorrowful as women s wail songs may seem to om: ears, they 
have two characteristics that make them anything but depressing 
when rightly understood. One is the intent, already discussed, to in- 
duce rebirth and the faith that this can be done. The other is the 
periodicity, the rhythmic alteration of mood, which is of the essence 
of a woman’s peculiar vitality. So women combine lamenting and re- 
joicing in one rite. It is a common practice in primitive tribes for 
mourners at funeral rites to wail for hours, even for days at a time, 
but to break every now and then into sudden bursts of rejoicing. 
They find the burden of grief intolerable, possibly, and release them- 
selves in the cry of joy. Or they rejoice in anticipation of the rebirth 
and so hasten it. Some Russian groups today also have the same cus- 
tom. At the festival of Radunitsa, the goddess Ustara (whose name 
became converted to Easter) is invoked. The people mourn over 
their dead, over the decay of life in general. Then they tinrn toward 
the east and rejoice. 

Women’s expression of the mood of rejoicing seems universally to 
involve the sound of the letter “1.” It is often formalized into the 
phrase al-al-al, la-la, or lu-lu — ^familiar to us as the “alleluia” of Jew- 
ish and Christian worship. In the primitive and peasant world, 
women give the “1” refrain in their songs of joy. (See Plate 21.) 
Lully-lu is often incorporated into lullabies, wliich are incantations 
to persuade children to sleep and also httle proofs of joy in them. 
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Friends of a Jewish bride in Palestine sing a song of good luck for 
the new husband: 

"May the eye of God protect you. 
Lu-lu‘lu-lu~leschl” ^ 


The high trilling tone they use, often pressing their hands on their 
throats to achieve it, suggests the origin of the word "ululate.” But 
since "to ululate” actually means "to wail,” it is the womb from 
which the cry of joy and the wail of sorrow both come. 

In a remarkable example of the union of the cry of joy and the 
wail of sorrow, a Calabrian singer pictures death as crouching in a 
mountain defile and snatching a young girl. 

"Joy, I saw deathi Joy, I saw her yesterday! 

I beheld her in a narrow way, like unto a great gray hound and I 
was very curious. 

Death, whence comest thou?' 

1 am come from Germany — I have killed princes, counts, and 
cavaliers, and now I am come for a young maiden so that with 
me she may go.’ 

Weep, Mamma, weep for me, weep and never rest — no more shalt 
thou await me.” ® 

The idiom of the wail song, varied to suit the occasion but essen- 
tially the same in all primitive woman’s music, is associated with a 
great variety of symbols and symbolic gestures. When the woman 
makes her rituals, she finds a thousand objects to reinforce with sym« 
pathetic magic the power of word and movement and tone. For al- 
most everything about her tells of birth and rebirth. Everywhere she 
finds flowers — flowers that are buds, like little girls, and open and 
bloom like a girl into womanhood. They fade, but in fading set fruit, 
and out of the fruit comes the seed, which, when planted, grows and 
flowers again. In every way flowers are symbols, even to the many 
strange ways in which, in their shapes and their colors and their 
folds and secret places where the honey lies, they seem to be mod- 
eled after those organs which the primitive woman often looks on 
proudly as the seat of her power. So flowers are everywhere used in 
women’s rituals. The Hawaiian girls, greeting the big ocean liner 
with song and singing it on its way out of port, wear great wreaths 
of fragrant flowers called leis, and hang wreaths about the strangers^ 
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necks as a symbol of loving greeting. In the Andaman Islands a 
young girl is given a flower name from the time of her first menstrua- 
tion until her first pregnancy. And in Persian folklore, if a girl dies 
before her marriage she becomes metamorphosed into a flower. 

Lights and water are, like flowers, full of meaning. Torches sym- 
bolize the light of the moon, which must never be allowed to die, for 
as the moon comes back, so life comes back. Mirrors imitate the still 
surface of a lake in which the moon can be reflected. Water flows 
from the mother’s body. When the membranes rupture the child is 
born — Whence the water of baptism and of other rites of rebirth. When 
the child is born, first comes the water, then the blood. Broken pots 
filled with red ocher symbolize the blood of the mother sacrificed at 
childbirth. Plumes and jewels are the child. That queer little figure 
which is the peculiar mark of the Maoris, with its eyes of gleaming 
blue-green paua shell, is the unborn child with the moonlight in its 
eyes. In shape, bells suggest the womb. Flutes blow the breath of 
life. Dmms give the beat for the rhythm of the universe. 

The movements of the dance often frankly glorify the seat of the 
woman’s power — with that circling movement of the pelvis and 
rhythmic rotation of the hips which is the distinguishing technique 
of the woman’s dance in the Pacific islands and southeastern Asia. 
Susceptible young men often find these dances seductive, and so, 
when danced by young girls, they are often meant to be. For it is the 
right of woman, young and ripe for motherhood, to attract her man. 
Yet the real concern of the girls is often only to perform the tradi- 
tional movements well enough to escape the artistic criticism of the 
older women and often of the older men, who become connoisseurs 
in these women’s ways. So many hours of tiresome practice have usu- 
ally gone into the acquisition of this hip and belly movement that it 
often seems to the girl a chore the elders expect her to perform, with 
very little relation to her own personal desire, which is naturally to 
attract a lover. 

So the Roratongan girl, clad only in a brief skirt of shredded bark, 
a brassiere, and a flower, lifts her pelvis as high as she can and then 
keeps it circling to the accompaniment of her chant. It is as if her 
pelvis were an instrument on which she were playing. It is a kind 
of invisible music similar to the visible and complex patterns of 
movement with which the Maori girls often accompany their songs. 

Whatevdr conscious seduction there may be in the girls’ dancing, 
there is none in that of the real experts in the pelvis technique. When 
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one of those middle-aged or really old women who greatly excel the 
girls in the skillful manipulation of pelvis or feet performs the dance 
of the pelvis, she has no notion of attracting any man’s eye. It is to 
her the lusty assertion of the glory of her womanhood, the trium- 
phant flourishing of the seat of her power. And when under the fan- 
tastic gold lacework of the Shewe Dagon pagoda, on those marble 
courts smooth as glass, the Burmese women dance with circling 
movements of hip and breast, while the torchlight flickers on their 
smooth, earnest faces and the scent of trampled flowers and fruit 
rises like incense around them, they are dancing not to please men 
or women or even the impassive gold Buddhas sitting in golden 
shrines, but rather to realize something greater— their own part in 
the rhythm of the universe. 

Out of the importance of birth, which is the center of the woman’s 
rehgion and the source of her power to invoke rebirth, grow the vari- 
ous rites of the woman’s life cycle— puberty, marriage, family or 
tribal celebrations of birth, and, finally, death. Since a woman has 
such important functions to perform, she must be carefully trained 
and provided with spiritual aids in all the crises of her life. So the 
little girl learns her pelvic dances. It is even more important for her 
to have this seat of her power well exercised and well trained, flex- 
ible, powerful, rhythmically responsive, than it is for her brother to 
learn to flex his muscles, clench his fist, strike straight from the shoul- 
der, brandish his weapons, or leap and jump in the war dance. The 
tribe might get along very well if men did not go to war. It could not 
get along at all if the women did not bear children. So the girl must 
learn to move her pelvis freely and powerfully and dance the pelvic 
dance as the sign of her fitness for womanhood. 

5 . 

When a girl becomes physically capable of womanhood, she needs 
spiritual instruction, a ritual induction into her new responsibilities, 
a new attitude to herself. B.unning around, often playing with her 
Httle brothers, she is sexless, immature. These traits she must now 
shed as the snake sheds its skin or the butterfly its cocoon, and 
emerge a true woman, with a woman’s personality. 

Girls’ puberty rites are held at new moon and the initiates dance 
all night and every night while the moon is waxing. Dancing, instru- 
mental music, and special songs quite generally accompany the rites. 
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Just as for childbirth, women have their own hierarchy. The mother, 
the eldest sister, and other female relatives play their part. High 
women officials lend dignity to the ceremonies. The queen of the 
Ashantis, for example, has a silver stool modeled on the type of stool 
used by women in labor. Seated on this throne, she presides at the 
rites of the rebirth. 

In some parts of Africa, puberty rites are controlled by the wom- 
en’s secret societies. The Bundu, in Sierra Leone, is one of the most 
powerful of these associations. Women called "Soko” know the se- 
crets of life — of which music is one^ — and pass them on to the next 
generation. (See Plate 9.) 

Certain musical instruments are associated with the girls’ puberty 
rites. According to local custom, girls play drums, rattles, xylo- 
phones, horns, and musical bows. The Bavenda girls, who belong to 
a very musical race, have an orchestra made up of diflFerent instru- 
ments. They perform at the Phala-phala Dance, one of the initiates’ 
rites. 

Whenever women assume responsibihty for the girls’ initiation 
into womanhood, they have also the incentive to invent the rites, the 
dances, and the songs. They make the ceremonies a time for chant- 
ing long stories in which heroines abound, a time for singing incan- 
tations, invocations to deities, a time for lamenting the loss of their 
little daughters and rejoicing that a new woman has arrived in their 
midst. The time, the occasion, and the symbohsm inspire creative 
musical imagination. 

A typical ceremony of puberty, interpreted as rebirth into woman- 
hood, is that of the Intonjane in Africa. This is usually in charge of 
the aunts on the father s side, who choose girls and women to help 
them. When the old moon fades, the initiate is led, with much cere- 
mony, to a small thatched hut that symboHzes the womb, and there 
she is left alone during the dark of the moon. On the second day girls 
go out early from the village to cut soft grasses for the ceremony. The 
women and girls left in the village sing and dance from dawn till 
sunrise, celebrating the coming of a new woman, invoking all good 
upon her. On the morning of the third day they dance again. 

After sunset on the night when the new moon will appear in the 
sky, women and girls cover the girl with a blanket, wrap her head in 
a veil, and surround her in a dense crowd so that no man may see 
her. They take her with singing and dancing and clapping of hands 
away to a distant hill. In the dusk, just as the slim, silver crescent of 
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the young moon gleams over the African bush, they come back with 
her to the village, singing and rejoicing as if a new person were be- 
ing welcomed to the kraal, and from that night to the night of the 
full moon she sings and rejoices with them. Both the older women 
and the girls are musicians. No man has made for them the music 
they sing to the moon. They have made it themselves, out of their 
own hearts, with their own skill, for their own woman s need.^ ( See 
Plate 10. ) 

Where girls have ritual preparation for womanhood under wom- 
en’s leadership and are adequately trained in music, their poetic- 
musical compositions are rich in imagery, full of allusions to the vari- 
ous devices employed to bring about the rebirth, especially flowers. 
The girls liken themselves to a bud, which only the warmth of love 
can open. Or they look longingly at a meadow and ask who will 
maVp them a wedding wreath. The songs are often made in the form 
of a duet between mother and daughter. The mother asks the girl 
what is troubling her and the daughter confesses her desire to rest in 
her lover’s arms. Many laments voicing disappointment or loneliness 
and man y love lyrics expressing devotion to the beloved belong to 
this group. Known as “maiden songs” among European peasants, 
they form an important and particularly beautiful group of folk 
music. 


6 . 

Marriage, like puberty, calls for the women’s talent in music mak- 
ing. A typical primitive wedding is one among the Pygmies of Africa. 
These slender little black folk— four feet high, weighing only about 
eighty pounds — are thought to be one of the oldest races on earth. 
Though they never arrived even at the agricultural stage of society, 
and live by hunting and fishing in the great, hot, tangled forests 
along the equator, explorers have testified that their intelligence is of 
a high order. They have a rich lore of ceremony and music; they are 
vivacious and witty, cleanly and fond of decency, order, and beauty 
in the details of their very simple lives. 

When a girl is to be married, the clan of the fianc6 comes to her 
village to take her away. The men set up enormous tom-toms. As the 
drums begin to beat, the bride retires into a hut with her mother-in- 
law and as many of her girl conurades as can crowd themselves in. 
The mother-in-law places in the bride’s arms the latest-bom baby of 
the village. The bride says nothing. Silently she gives the baby back 



BRINQERS OF LIFE 


33 


and turns away. At this all the bridesmaids begin to sing and the 
bride bursts into tears. Her bridesmaids keep on singing the whole 
night through. And while they sing, the bride must weep, even 
though to keep the tears flowing after long hours she puts a pimento 
seed in the corner of her eye. The songs of the bridesmaids are long, 
and among them there are strains of great beauty, in which after the 
manner of all ancient poetry the music is of one piece with the verse 
form, conceived with it in a single impulse of the imagination. 

Song of the Bridesmaids, African Pygmy Tribes 

Counting your steps and turning no backward glance, 

Reluctant your feet and with the slow tears falling. 

Today with a troubled heart, with a heavy heart you are leaving, 
The Bridegroom is waiting, maiden, reluctant, advance. 

Here is the home you loved, your girlhood companions. 

Here you played as a child, here you trod in the village dance. 

You must leave it now, turning no backward glance, 

With a heavy heart you must say farewell to your loved ones. 

The Bridegroom is waiting, maiden, reluctant, advance. 

Counting your slow steps, go, but keep v^th you ever. 

Keep in your heart the treasure, the sandal flower 
Plucked from your mother's garden, it will tell you:^ 

"'There they love me still and will love me forever." 

Counting your steps and turning no backward glance, 

Maiden, reluctant, maiden, reluctant, advance.® 

There are tears throughout these wedding songs, like the soft 
rhythmic sound of falling rain on the awakening earth in spring. 

At a Russian bride's farewell party— her devtshnik— which she 
gives for her bridesmaids the night before the marriage, the leader 
starts to sing in a low voice and the others pick up her melody: 

*Why are you here, my sisters? Why are you here, my white swans? 
You have come, my' sisters, for my last girl's party. 

"My dear friends, maidens fair, the golden crown will be taken off 
my head, the red ribbons will fall out of my fair braids. 

My freedom will cease to be." ® 
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The bride herself, seated in the center surrounded by the brides- 
maids, repeats the words of the song, but instead of singing she wails 
— the stylized wail that is one of the earmarks of women's expres- 
sion from time immemorial. 

Bridesmaids' songs are both numerous and beautiful. There are 
the flower songs, sung while the girls are picking flowers and greens 
to decorate the house and to make the bridal wreaths. In the Cy- 
clades they sing: 

‘‘Adorn the crowns with pearls and flowers, 

The bride and bridegroom are the moon and stars." 

There are songs ridicuhng or extolling the bridegroom; songs prais- 
ing the bride's beauty, songs rejoicing over the bride's new estate; 
and always songs lamenting the passing of girlhood. 

Happy she may be again, 

But never more a maiden.^^ 

The older women and the professional song leader have their op- 
portunity, too, for musical expression. Songs are sung while the food 
for the wedding feast is being prepared, while the bride's bed is 
made, while she is swinging and dancing her way into her new life, 
while they are waiting for the bridegroom to come, while the house 
is being decorated, while the bride is being washed and dressed. In 
Syria, when the professional hairdresser has finished her work she 
beats her little drums and sings: 

"O bride, be silent, your mother weeps, 

And your bridegroom and his friends rejoice!" 

Finally, the bride herself must sing, and in her song her joy is tem- 
pered with unfeigned grief and longing. A Greek girl realizes that 
her family will miss her as she will miss them — especially at the hour 
of waking, at mealtime, and at family celebrations. She sings: 

‘T leave my blessing on my home! 

Neighbors and friends, adieu! 

Three vials filled with bitterness. 

Mother, I leave to you! 

The first to drink at dawn of day, 
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The next in noontide heat. 

The last and worst in festive scenes, 

Where all but one will meet” 

Wedding music is women s music, made by the bride, her brides- 
maids, her feminine relatives, professional attendants, and the spe- 
cial singers. In any age, in any culture, including our own, music to 
accompany the marriage is a comparatively unimportant category of 
men s compositions. All wedding songs by Greek and Roman men 
were modeled on those of Sappho. Among primitives and peasants 
today — especially in Russia — men rarely sing during the long-drawn- 
out marriage ceremonies but are satisfied to listen for days to wom- 
en's endless repertory. (See Plates 6 and 11.) 

7 . 

When the woman feels the first sign of new life in her body, she 
rejoices, again often with elaborate and interesting rituals. After the 
child is born, women have a series of celebrations at which they 
dance, play on instruments, and sing. 

The desire of parents to present their offspring in some formal 
manner to other men and women of their group and to whatever 
deity they worship seems to be universal. In primitive societies the 
mother, who has admittedly played the larger part in this new crea- 
tion, participates actively. Sometimes the ceremony is a joint affair 
between men and women. Often women exclude men and conduct 
the rites alone, according to their own interpretation. 

The Pygmies have both types of ceremony. When a son is born, 
the fathers celebrate and sing their own songs of rejoicing. The 
women join in the refrain with their cries of jubilation. The young 
mother herself is, however, the most important person of the group. 
Custom decrees that she perform the dance of life, not only for the 
purpose of giving life to her own child but to bring symbolic regen- 
eration to the whole tribe. To the accompaniment of the shouts of 
exultation given by the other women, she dances into the center of 
the open plot and imitates every movement of her recent experience. 

For every child, son or daughter, the musically minded Pygmy 
women have a special ceremony to present it to the moon, the sym- 
bol of the rhythm of life. Among the Pygmies, the moon is feminine 
— Generatrix, She Who Creates. To unite the mothers with the moon 
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spirit, the women paint their bodies white and yellow and dance the 
dance of life. They sing their sacred songs to Mother Moon — songs 
that have never been heard by men, even by those of their own tribe. 
This is a secret ceremony, women’s own business to make the life 
they have created secure on earth. 

In the Baltic States— Estonia, Lithuania, and Latvia— antiphonal 
choruses of women welcome the newborn child. Among the Latvi- 
ans, two groups of girl singers vie with each other and compete for 
the praise of the guests. Sometimes two girls sing sitting face to face 
and holding hands. The listeners accompany them. These choruses 
are renowned for their excellence and represent the most finished 
type of peasant art. (See Plate 12.) 

One of the most common ceremonies for women after childbirth is 
the rite that reintroduces her to her normal life. As practiced in prim- 
itive tribes, it is associated primarily with the idea of a mother being 
a potent manifestation of the life force. At the time of childbirth the 
life force is believed to be present in such power that it might injure 
other people. Like a live electric wire, it is dangerous. Primitive peo- 
ple have a feeling that they must detach themselves from the super- 
natural after any event that seems to suggest supernatural agency. 
When, for instance, strangers insist upon photographing them, they 
hurry afterward to bathe in flowing water. Most primitive women 
have a special ceremony to detach a mother from her close contact 
with the life force. At such ceremonies they employ the customary 
rebirth techniques — drumming, dancing, and singing magic songs. 
Owing to the distortion of these particular rites in “civilized” socie- 
ties, the original significance of the idea behind them should be un- 
derstood by everyone interested in women’s spiritual growth and in 
her opportunities to be a creative musician. 

A mother in the state of confinement, and even a menstruating 
woman, is often called “unclean.” This word is used in the sense that 
she has disturbed the ordinary course of events. Butchers are also 
“unclean,” because they handle live blood; those who tend the dead 
are "unclean”; men and women who have just had sexual intercourse 
are “unclean.” All of these people and their actions have had contact 
with the life force. But a woman giving birth has had the closest con- 
tact and has the most profoundly disturbed the normal course of 
events. It is a general custom, too, to allow a longer period of time to 
elapse between the birth of a girl baby and the ritud detachment of 
the mother from the life force than in the case of the birth of a boy. 
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This is probably because a girl baby must derive added strength 
from her mother in order to carry on with women s business. But in 
any case, the word “unclean” has not the significance of an unhygi- 
enic or dirty condition, nor does it have any connotation of . evildo- 
ing. The rites of primitive women, invented by them and presided 
over by them, are definitely associated with the holiness of woman as 
the bringer of life. 

8 . 

It is in the presence of death that a womans singing is called to 
its highest functioning. To the primitive mind, death is rebirth into 
another world. Because women bring life, they are needed to assist 
the spirit along its destined path. Without their ministrations, a 
soul might be lost and remain suspended in mid-air without rest 
forever. 

Mothers, sisters, wives, midwives, priestesses, and especially the 
professional singers are in demand as purveyors of life. In the Heb- 
rides the midwife is called upon to close in the sleep of death the 
eyes she opened at birth, and to sing her incantations for the rebirth. 
According to locality, the professional mourner has different names. 
In Russia she is “the sobbing one” (mpUnitsa) ; in Corsica, praefica, 
like the ancient Roman woman mourner; in Calabria and Sardinia, 
reputatrica, or the one who tells the story of the dead. The Irish 
women's leader takes charge and, calling her companions around 
her, begins the chant: “Cease now your wailing, women of the soft, 
wet eyes.” ( See Plate 13. ) 

In many places men are excluded from death rites. In others, men 
participate but without the authority of women, who are generally 
called upon to beat the drum of life, to act out the mimicry of birth, 
to pour the libation, to swing, to dance, to wave flowers and green 
branches, to tell the history of the departed, to wail, and especially 
to create and sing the dirges. 

Mourning ritual usually includes dancing and often swinging. 
Death is the principal one of those events in human experience that 
disturb the even flow of life. Affirmation of the will to live is there- 
fore important. Swinging and dancing keep one in touch with the 
rhythm of the universe, and at the same time can be employed as 
devices to bring about the rebirth. Among the Dyaks of » Borneo the 
professional wailer sits on a swing near the corpse and begs the 
spirits to guide the soul in the right direction. 
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The dance is capable of infinite variation and has been developed 
into many forms by the fertile imagination of primitive women. 
Among the Baronga, when a chief has been dead for three months 
the oldest woman of his family connection is called in as leader of the 
ceremonies. The men demolish the hut that was the former home of 
the chief and prepare a flat place for dancing. The old woman then 
dances the womb dance and imitates every movement of generation 
and childbirth in order to deliver his soul. Likewise, on the shores 
of the Gulf of Carpenteria (Australia) certain relatives of the dead 
person have the duty of performing the mourning dance around the 
body. Weeping and singing all night until they fall exhausted, the 
women stretch out their arms as if to lay the body in tire earth and 
thud their feet upon the ground in rhythm. ( See Plate 14. ) 

Of all the devices to bring about rebirth, the wail is the most im- 
portant. In the Jabo tribe of eastern Liberia the wail is developed 
into a long and elaborate composition by the mourner, who is an 
ofBcial of very high rank, lawyer and historian of the tribe. She stands 
with the white sunlight and black shadows of this equatorial land 
playing on her polished black body. She is stately and tall, full of 
poise and dignity, for in her land women are persons of power. In 
the absence of written records, the vast store of tribal information is 
kept in the head of this woman official — ^historian, lawyer, and singer 
at funerals. Since she knows the background of all present events, 
what she asserts becomes the law of the land. No funeral of a man of 
property can be conducted without her. 

At the funeral this personage presides while a chorus of women 
wails for hours. Then she takes the stage and, performing solo, builds 
around her own wail an elaborate composition. She chants the vir- 
tues of the deceased, describes the status of his family, enumerates 
its prerogatives, and reports on the extent of his property, modifying 
her wail and transforming it into a melody. She sings the names of 
the living men and women of the tribe; she sings the names of the 
ancestors, both men and women, from the beginning. She sprinkles 
the many proverbs in which the life wisdom of the tribe is concen- 
trated at appropriate intervals throughout this musical discourse, 
and always she builds out of the wail her melody. To her, as to Fiji 
women in their childbirth rites and the Russian women at the de- 
vishnik or bridal ceremony, the primitive wail is an inspiration to 
musical composition. 

In the effort to make the wail a living and developing art form, 
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satisfactory to their artistic instinct while performing its more prac- 
tical purpose of invoking the rebirth, women are stimulated also to 
poetic imagery. The best performers try to avoid stereotypes and to 
make words and music specifically apply to the one who is mourned. 
In Albania, when they mourn an unmarried girl they sing: 

""O joyless woman who hath never known joy. 

Who hath never fulfilled thine own life." 

When they mourn a mother they sing: 

"O spirit of the house within the very walls where you sat — 
There you left shining gloryl” 

In Dahomey (Africa) the oldest member of the family has the 
duty of watching the dead body with the widow. It is also her duty 
to compose the burial song at the grave and another special song 
when the grave is later revisited by the family. 

An old woman weeps, amidst the leaves; 

A white haired woman — O — sweeps amidst the leaves of the forest. 
And she says, the birds in the bush. 

The life of these birds is to be envied. 

How is it that man born into life has no more generations? 

He has no more! 

Laments return again and again to the imagery of the rhythm of 
life. An Arabian mother mourning for her son slain in battle sang of 
days and nights endlessly alternating. A famous Polynesian poetess- 
musician, when two hawks bore her tidings of her sons death, com- 
pared him to the moon: 

"Thou art a moon that ne’er will rise again, 

O son of mine, O son, O son of mine!" 

The poetic imagery indludes the representation of divine feminine 
beings who sing and wail. In the Hebrides a goddess called Grainne 
personifies the “Love of Women." She it was who kept the death 
watch over the hero Dearg and made the famous lay, stiU considered 
a masterpiece of its kind: 
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See, O God, how I am — 

A woman without heart forever, 

A woman without son, without husband, 

A woman without gladness or health.^® 

This is the model for the many songs of sea sorrow in the northern 
isles, always composed by women when their men are drowned at 
sea. Like dirges the world over, its air has the form of a wailing 
chant. 

Beautiful and touching as these individual songs may be, the 
meaning of them is missed entirely if one thinks of them as lyi'ics of 
personal sorrow. The grand fact is not that the woman weeps, but 
that she has the privilege of a representative position at death for her 
family and her community. And she has this because, in herself, as 
the bearer of life, she is the symbol of life. This is a position to call 
out any woman’s talents, to give spiritual power and cohesion to 
the women functioning in groups or choirs at a state funeral or me- 
morial service. 

In Dahomey, for example, an important occasion for music is the 
memorial ceremony held before the tomb of a former king. A 
woman’s choir of fifty singers oflBciates. It was heard by Dr. and Mrs. 
Herskovits in 1935. (See Plate 5.) 

From the point of view of musical style [writes Dr. Herskovits], 
the most striking songs [of the Dahomean culture] are undoubtedly 
those which glorify the names and deeds of the dead kings and 
living chiefs. Here is no impromptu performance, but rather singing 
of a quality that can only result from long periods of rehearsal ... 
the leader conducts very like a choir master in our European civili- 
zation conducts his singers. Songs are sung in unison to the accom- 
paniment of only a gong, and, to the European ear, the tessitura is 
almost incredible, particularly in view of the length of the skips 
which take the singers abruptly from the highest to the lowest 
tones of their range. The training of the chorus is also to be re- 
marked, for judged by any standards of a cappella singing the tech- 
nical proficiency of these groups of women in unison of attack and 
in dynamics of shading is of the highest.®® 

Such singers have technique. But they have something more — a 
deep spiritual composure. For there is something in death that 
brings out a woman’s talent and peculiar quality of imagination. 
And to the communal celebration of death, to the great concourse of 
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men and the gathering of oflBcial personages, they bring their natural 
authority. Having created and practiced their wail songs of rebirth 
in rites from which they exclude men, for their own spiritual support, 
they are in a strategic position to be called in, in power, under their 
own leaders. Theirs is the privilege of adapting their own music to 
the high occasion when their community as a whole wishes to make 
the woman’s natural affirmation of life in the face of death. Other 
songs they may make for themselves; many of their dances and rites 
may never be known except to other women. But here they are 
called to perform a public duty for the spiritual reassurance of all. 
So the dirge, as elaborated by women out of the childbirth wail and 
out of their faith that all life is one, becomes women’s most impor- 
tant and distinctive contribution to music. 
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1 . 

Tm. great moments in the woman s life are not many. Rituals 
may be called for only once in a year or once in a lifetime. But a 
woman s work goes on all the time. If she did not work, her family 
could not live. In many primitive societies women work too hard. 
The hours are too long, the work often heavy and monotonous, per- 
formed against the discomfort of extreme heat, extreme cold, or, as 
in the rice swamps, in a perpetual state of dampness. 

But whatever the work is, it goes more quickly and easily if a 
woman sings. Most primitive people sing at tiieir work for the prac- 
tical purpose of easing the burden, as all who have watched — and 
heard — the coolies unloading the cargoes of steam liners in Shanghai 
or Calcutta or Singapore know. 

In the African community of M’Komis, women are known to be 
poor and inefficient workers if they do not sing. Among the Bantu, 
the organization of groups for communal work is definitely stim- 
ulated by the opportunity to sing in chorus. Tibetan women work 
harder and longer when diey lighten their labor with songs. In Lith- 
uania, where the lyric poetess-musican flourishes, a young man in 
search of a wife will spy upon the girls while they are working to 
find one who can sing especially well, so fixed is the idea among 
these people that a good singer is also a good worker. 

Spirits and goddesses who reflect womans power and woman s 
activity are often singers and workers. When Tibetan women draw 
water at the wells, especially during the ceremony of the Great 
Prayer, the Goddess of Government incarnates herself as one of them. 
In the guise of a working woman, Pal-den-Tha-mo teaches her com- 
panions the topical songs. Holda, a Teutonic goddess, was a spinner 
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who sang loud and long as she sat at her spinning wheel. Those fem- 
inine spirits that appear in so many myths representing fate, destiny, 
and fortune are always spinning and singing. Men workers are ap- 
parently not deified as singers. 

Women s work songs are legion. Though they frequently rise out 
of the patterns and rhythms of a woman s work — as in the case of 
spinning songs, for example — ^their real inspiration are the associa- 
tions and symbols centered in the woman s deepest personal experi- 
ence. All art is the unleashing of the unconscious. Save as the uncon- 
scious is released, there is no true inspiration. And the primitive 
woman deftly fits the words and musical tones that come spontane- 
ously to her lips to the pattern of what her hands happen to be doing. 
In this process she has one great advantage over her civilized sisters. 
She works in her own time, in her own way, xmder the leadership of 
women. So no male philosophy stops the welling up of emotion from 
her womans unconscious, and die same musical idiom that has been 
developed for the rituals of birth and rebirth serve for the work 
songs. 

In some kinds of work, women sing alone. In others, they sing and 
dance together. Since most mothers rock their babies in solitude, 
lullabies are solo songs. The work of grinding corn at a hand mill is 
also customarily a solitary task. The songs sung at this occupation 
are solo and, as a rule, sad. But when women work in groups at tan- 
ning hides, making pottery, milking cows, making butter, harvesting 
grain, mowing, gathering nuts and berries, washing clothes, spinning, 
weaving, fetching wood and water, and many other tasks, their songs 
are gay and spirited. ( See Plates 15 and 16. ) 

Often the workers enhven their task by a singing game. In some 
European districts, for instance, the spinners sit in a circle with the 
best singer, who is usually the most expert spinner, in the center. She 
improvises a verse and then throws her spindle to one of the girls, 
who must add another verse to the song started by the leader. What- 
ever the mood and the form of the songs, however, they are women^s 
own production, flowing freely from a natural abihty for self-expres- 
sion in terms of music. (See Plate 17.) 

It is a general custom for the work leader and the song leader to be 
the same person. Sometimes strangers are brought in with the idea 
that they will suggest new songs and, by imparting new Hfe to the 
music, will also speed up the work. Mary McLeod, a famous seven- 
teenth-century singer, used to row around in her own boat from one 
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little island of the Hebrides to another in order to assist the women 
with their "waulking/’ In the islands today, women are still waulking, 
as the task of tossing and circulating the cloth that comes woven 
from the loom is called. Descriptions of the business show how 
Gaelic women combine work and music. 

At this waulking we were women only. . . . An old woman, one 
of the two song-leaders, began to croon softly. And, as one listened, 
a quaint refrain shaped itself, a theme fashioned in strong rhythmic 
and melodic outlines, calculated, like a fugue subject, to impress 
itself easily upon the memory. This was caught up and repeated 
by the workers tutti. A verse phrase of more recitative-like charac- 
ter, perhaps consisting of only eight notes to eight syllables, was 
then intoned by the leader, and this was followed by a second re- 
frain, longer than the first, but again of a strongly rhythmical 
character. This, in its turn, was caught up and repeated in chorus. 
And now the leader sang the alternating verse portions only, leaving 
the refrains to the other women. But the musical interest was not 
yet exhausted, for the leader skilfully varied the verse themes, and 
I have tried in vain to catch and note all the changes sung on a few 
notes by one of these capable, practised folk-singers of the Isles.^ 

Women of the primitive and pagan cultures are remarkably rhyth- 
mical in their movements. It has been noticed that they walk more 
steadily than men and that they move with measured motion while 
engaged in work. In Madagascar, for instance, women working in the 
field, making long furrows for planting rice, move all the time evenly 
as if to a fixed beat. In the majority of primitive communities 
women work under their own leaders apart from men, at tasks that 
are their own by custom and tradition. The pace they set is their 
own pace. The movements are convenient to them. The tempo 
adopted by men in marching and rowing, for instance, would not 
suit women, and the tempo of songs sung to accompany marching or 
rowing would be diflFerent for men and for women, and therefore 
quite individual for each sex. Every work song takes its form from 
the rhythm of the work. The leader s signal is often incorporated 
into the text of the song. Words like 'ho” or "oi” or the repetition of 
numbers — one, two, three, four — ^mean that the leader is setting the 
pace for the work. 

To make the work go well, it is wise to have a verse that is the 
charm, or rune. Meaningless words like fco-fco-fco-ko, ninm, ninm, 
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or lully-lu constitute the magic added to the verbal and musical com- 
mand. Women use these charms for everything that they do — ^for 
quieting children and sick people, for healing wounds, for bringing 
milk into the breasts, for tattooing, for building, for making and 
washing clothes, for tanning hides, for making baskets or pottery, 
for bringing their men home safely, and finally, most important of 
all, for charming the good and evil spirits believed to be perpetually 
hovering about. 

The charms and incantations that a woman may employ are some- 
times enumerated in stories of supernatural women who guard the 
incantations and bring them out on occasion. When the hero Sieg- 
fried woke Brynhild from her magic sleep, she gave him a reward in 
the form of a magic kit containing her incantations. "This enchanted 
box,” she said, "is full of secret power; full of enchantment, of pray- 
ers, and of joyous words. With it, you can learn the runes to bring 
you victory, the runes of the philters which will ensure you the fidel- 
ity of the captive wife, runes to bring about pregnancy, runes for 
plants which will heal wounds and cure sickness. Such are the runes 
whose power will endure until the day which puts an end to the 
reign of the gods.” ^ 

2 . 

Many different types of song are created by women as they work. 
There are the lullabies; the satiric songs, in which women make fun 
of men; the lyrics, either love songs or nature songs; the laments; 
and the ballads and epics. 

Lullabies and other songs to entertain children form one of the 
largest groups of women s songs. They are composed not only by 
mothers but also by nurses and elder sisters, who in many societies 
are charged with the care of babies while their mothers do more pro- 
ductive work. Songs to induce sleep invariably take an even^ rocking 
rhythm and often associate the rocking with swinging on trees. 

Rock-a-bye, baby, on the treetop. 

When the wind blows, the cradle will rock. 

Dyak mothers actually suspend their babies on the branches of trees, 
where they swing to and fro and listen to their mothers’ voices 
blending with natural sounds of wind, water, and the trilling of birds. 

The subjects selected by women for the lullaby poems are usually 
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directly related to the child or to themselves. Some mothers and 
nurses praise the baby and assure it of undying affection and protec- 
tion. A Hottentot mother touches each part of her baby’s body and 
commands it to grow strong and big. Many mothers compare the 
child to a flower or to a jewel or to the moon. Some sing of their own 
experience at childbirth: 

“Peace, my child, be still and sleep, my love, my tiny one. 

Pain I learned from you, learned such pain as only God and I can 
ever know, and she who stayed beside me and saw you bom. 

Peace, my child, and cease to weep. Peace, my child, be still.” ® 

In describing Eskimo music in Greenland, Thalbitzer refers re- 
peatedly to the drumming, dancing, and singing of the women. And 
when he gives an example of the musical aptitude of these interesting 
people, he uses a woman and the song she sings to her baby as an 
illustration. 

Much more art is required in the rendering of a Httle children’s 
song than one would think from looking at the notes or words. The 
whole of the singing is marked by the deepest feeling in the voice. 
The singer makes use of the finest modulations in appealing to the 
fantasy of the listening child. ... A bewitching charm lies in the 
East Greenland’s mother’s lullaby tones which she hums as she rocks 
her child. She sways her body and croons a simple song of two notes, 
one very long and one short which is higher — the most primitive 
song in the world which may have remained unchanged from the 
earliest childhood of humanity. Generation after generation has 
been introduced with those tones which have formed themselves in 
the soul of the Eskimo woman out of the loneliness and wild 
monotony of the desert land.* 

The Pygmies, too, have a rich spiritual and musical life with fully 
developed rituals for the life cycle. As we have seen. Pygmy customs 
provide incentives for both men and women to develop creative 
musical imagination. But nothing that the men produce in music has 
impressed the historians of these extraordinary people as favorably 
as the women’s songs. The high point of musical achievement stands 
out in the lullabies created and sung by the sisters and mothers. 

Satiric songs form another large group of women’s musical expres- 



WORKERS AND DREAMERS 


47 


sion. An illustration of good-natured raillery can be seen in a Ser- 
bian folk song that describes girls and boys at work gathering in the 
harvest. After the work is done the boys faU asleep exhausted, only 
to wake hours later and to find the girls knitting and singing, not 
tired at all! Songs sung when women and men work together are 
usually gay and cheerful, with sometimes a suggestion of sarcasm or 
playftd derogation. The satiric songs of bridesmaids often insinuate 
that the bride is superior to the bridegroom or that the new husband 
will not dare to mistreat his wife on account of the loyalty of her 
family — a fact in many primitive tribes. In Dutch Guiana an estab- 
lished form of social criticism is maintained through poetic-musical 
compositions. Women publish their opinions of men by means of 
song. The fact that society gives a name — lobi singi — ^to the custom 
endows the women s music with importance. 

Laments of various kinds are sung by women while they work. In 
the Cyclades the professional mourners practice their dirges and 
plan the improvised verses they expect to sing at the next funeral. Or 
a musician may express her own sorrow. An Osage Indian woman 
has a special lament she sings while weaving the rush mat that is to 
be used on the new shrine. Softly and flowingly she gives her cry of 
longing for her dead relatives: 

'Tou have left me to linger in hopeless longing — 

Ah; the pain, the pain!” ® 

In India, women have a set of laments that they sing while grinding 
com. These belong to the group of incantations known as raga and 
ragini, which are believed to have a direct influence on the weather, 
the change of night and day, and even the shift of the seasons. In 
these laments, called Bdrah-MdsaS:, the singer mourns the absence of 
someone she loves and devotes each verse to a month of the Hindu 
year, describing the particular kind of woe she feels at that season. In 
this way she lightens the labor of her work, and by causing symboli- 
cally the rebirth of the year, hastens the return of her beloved. 

Work is a time for storytelling. The world over, women are famous 
for their ballads and epics, which they usually chant with interludes 
of song and instrumental music. Russians are particularly adept at 
this type of musical expression. On the huge Lake On6ga in the far 
north, women rowers are employed by the government for mail de- 
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livery. While making their rounds, which take many hours, they 
chant long sagas. Long ago other women like them were symbolized 
by Wotan's daughter Saga — divine storyteller. 

The topics of these song-stories vary in accordance with varying 
folk customs or folk experiences. In a lovely Russian folk song a girl 
describes how she makes a flute: 

In the field, a birch tree stands, 

Lyouliy it stands, 

I will cut three sticks from the birch tree, 

Lyouli — 

I will make three pipes — 

The fourth one will be the balalaika.® 

A Chinese tea picker sings the whole story of her life — ^how she is 
awakened by the sun, goes to work in the fields, looks forward to 
the evening, and so on. A large number of the ballads and epic 
poems sung by women refer to historical events such as battles, 
floods, famine, and to the deeds or love affairs of ancestral heroes 
and heroines. The whole of peasant life is portrayed in the Lithua- 
nian lyrics (daina). Songs of the family cult have a name of their 
own in Russian — semeiniya. Songs relating to the ways of the people 
also have a name — bitoviya. 

Another type of story is pure fantasy. Whenever an African Va- 
lenge woman starts to improvise, she says, ^'Karingani was karingani^ 
which means "Story of stories/' The audience repeats these words 
over and over, as if to remind themselves that the tale is only make- 
believe. These are the legends in which mythical creatures appear* 
We call them myths or fairy stories. Flowers, trees, and animals talk. 
Heroes and heroines become identified with them or with super- 
natural beings and then perform incredible deeds. In the stories, the 
superhuman and the human women too are continually singing in 
the most beautiful way imaginable. 

The Ibibios have a legend in which the naiad of a pool sacred to 
women came to the help of one of these skillful singers. There were 
certain days, so says the legend, when no one was allowed to go near 
the spring. But a mother was forced to break the taboo in order to 
get fresh water for a sick child. She was blocked on the way by the 
spirit of the trees. She made a song appealing to the tree to let her 
pass: T pray you, open the road, and let me pass to the springl” 
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When the spirit heard her lovely voice, he swept his branches aside. 
She hurried on but was stopped by a leopard. She charmed him, too, 
and induced him to move out of her way. At last she came to the 
spring, and she sang again more sweetly than ever, entreating the 
goddess to forgive her for breaking the rule. Moved by the magic 
singing, the naiad guarding the pool rose from the water and gave 
the mother permission to fill her pitcher.'^ 

A favorite fantasy appearing in all parts of the world is the bird- 
woman, who may be either a wailer, a warrior, a dancer, or a singer. 
She is always endowed with magic power. It is common for mourners 
in myths to turn into birds. In Lithuania the verb "to cuckoo'" sig- 
nifies "to lament.” In Africa the honey bird, or schneter, is said to be 
an old woman who, wailing, pursued her lost son until she was 
changed into a bird. Among the North American Indians there is a 
myth of a girl who, grief -stricken over her lost lover, became a song- 
bird. In Russia the bird-women Sirin and Alkondst rejoice and 
lament. Feathered creatures, half women, changing miraculously 
from one state to the other, have different names. In Russia they are 
called vilL They perform all kinds of superhuman feats and are akin 
to the Valkyrie, who, in Teutonic myth, bear the dead warriors to 
Valhalla. Vili steal the apples (symbols of fertility) from the magic 
trees that grow golden fruit. They have long golden braids; they 
dance, sing, and always love music. (See Plate 47.) 

Other spirit women live in faraway lands where men can never go. 
On the mythical island of Tuma, near the Tiobriands, there are hun- 
dreds of women ready to dance all night. In the Hebrides, the beau- 
tiful Binnevale, who was called the "Mouth of Music,” lived in her 
own specter world where the sun never set, the wind never rose, and 
singing never ceased. 

These mythical retreats for women have actual counterparts. Many 
prinoitive women have their private islands and mountain haunts to 
which they retire at times of menstruation, puberty rites, and child- 
bearing. The fantasy is an idealization of primitive custom. 

3. 

After the work of the day is finished, people everywhere turn to 
recreation and entertainment. Especially on holy days and at festival 
times, men and women congregate in the pubHc place. There they 
play games, dance, swing, tell stories, and sing. Village dances in the 
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Hebrides are often accompanied by an old woman singing the port 
d. beul. This is a type of vocal music that the Gaels find more ex- 
hilarating to dancers than any instruments. Often as the merrymakers 
dance around a May pole or a bonfire, drums are beaten and gay 
songs are sung. But always music of some kind is indispensable. 

Choral singing or instrumental playing by women frequently en- 
tertains men. (See Plate 18.) The Trobriand Islanders, who are 
devoted to music, have song festivals called kamroru. Women dress 
themselves gaily and sit on new mats spread out in the central plot 
of ground. Swaying rhythmically, they sing all evening while the 
men look on and listen admiringly. In Kamchatka, too, the women 
were once wonderful singers. A traveler, Stellers, who visited the 
peninsula during the eighteenth century, noticed that the women 
had unusually musical voices, that they made extraordinary mod- 
ulations while singing, and that they sang in parts. He described how 
the women sat on the rocks, like sirens, and sang to attract traders 
coming from other tribes. Stellers was so much impressed with the 
women singers that he said their arias could be favorably compared 
to those of Orlando di Lasso. “As they sing, they become very calm 
and well-poised. From this can be seen their special genius for 
music.” ® 

Swing festivals are another type of amusement enjoyed by girls 
and boys together, but with girls taking the lead. Wherever the 
swinging games are played, girls and women are the chief celebrants 
and the creators of the songs. In Lithuania, especially, where the 
poetess-musician is so conspicuous, the lyric poetry contains a large 
number of girls’ swing songs. 

Swinging is, with many people, a rite performed at times when a 
symbolic threshold is being crossed. The bride swings into her new 
life, men and women swing at funerals, when seed is being planted, 
when rain is needed. The Dyaks of Borneo use swinging in con- 
nection with both daily life and religious ceremonies. Mothers swing 
their babies on trees; professional wallers swing at a burial and sing 
the songs that will direct the soul to its heaven; old women swing 
at the planting season in order to secure the soul of the rice. 

Even if the swing festival is dedicated to amusement, it is usually 
a seasonal affair, suggesting its ritual origin. In India the women 
swing during the rainy months. (See Plate 19.) In Korea swing 
songs are sung on the fifth day of the fifth moon of the year. In the 
Cyclades the swings are put up in Lent. In the region of the Seven 
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Mountains (Germany) flax harvesters swing at the end of October 
and the girls play a singing game: 

Where does the moon rise? 

Blue, blue, little flax flowers! 

It rises over that linden tree. 

Flowers in the valley. 

Maiden in the dwelling, 

O, gallant Rosa! ^ 

This verse is repeated as many times as there are girls present, and 
the home of each one is indicated as the rising place of the moon, 
thus connecting the song with the moon rituals common to so many 
primitive and peasant societies. 

Another set of swing songs incorporates the wail into the even, 
rocking rhythm. In Karpathos, Greece, a festival is celebrated on 
each of the four Sundays preceding Easter. Swings are suspended 
between the windows of the houses bordering the narrow streets and 
on them the women sit. The whole village watches, but only women 
and girls swing and sing the death wails for the crucified Ghrist. 

Primitive women and girls also have their own amusements apart 
from men. Beginning at an early age, the little girls play singing 
games similar to our 'ring around a rosy,’' or the pantomimic type 
like "Here we go round the mulberry bush.” Those invented by the 
young Pygmies are quite remarkable. Some are imitations of the 
mothers’ work, such as fishing. One especially fine exhibition of 
talent is a singing game imitative of a partridge calling her young. 

Older women, too, play, dance, and sing for each other’s amuse- 
ment. They frequently have secret societies, or women s clubs, where 
they meet with their friends. Bushwomen entertain each other for 
hours dancing the kokucurra — ^flute dance — and playing their 
flutes. In Dutch Guiana the women celebrate with dancing and sing- 
ing at birthday parties — mati. Formerly, specialists made stirring 
toasts of congratulation, using this incentive to develop their poetic- 
musical talent. In many societies women are famed as storytellers. 
Among the Valenge Africans the relating of both true and imaginary 
events is one of women’s chief pastimes. The Baronga are particu- 
larly good at it and begin singing tales and legends when they are 
little girls tending the babies of the family. Names and photographs 
exist of more than one "distinguished historian.” Primitive women 
often act out their stories like a play. The women of the Garoline 
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Islands have a mock war, when they paint themselves red, brandish 
spears, and dance, not as if in sympathetic magic to help their men 

to victory in battle, but as if in a drama. 

In the peasant groups there is the same land of play and entertain- 
ment. The Russians have their be$4di and their posidelki ^words 
meaning "conversations” and “sit-down parties. These are always 
gay affairs at which the girls spin, embroider their trousseaux, and 
play games. With infallible memories and boundless enthusiasm, 
thousands of songs are sung. 

Games played by older girls generally involve courtship, love, 
marriage, and ideas relating to rebirth. In Russia the y tel l each 
other^s fortune on Christmas Eve. They place a dish (btyoudo) on 
the table and put in it their rings, earrings, bread, salt, and three 
pieces of charcoal. The charcoal signifies the house spirit and sacred 
flame of the domestic hearth. Then they sing the dish songs {pod- 
blgmdniya) and take one object out of the dish with each refrain. 
If the ring is drawn out first, it means marriage. If the charcoal, it 
means death. Another game song ( igorniya ) describes the hiding of 
the gold. "I am hiding, hiding the gold,” sings the leader as she 
places a gold ring, which symbolizes the sun hidden in the v^nnter. 
A girl in the center has to find the ring and bring it to life again. 
From Easter until midsummer, Russian girls perform their rebirth 
rites. In one of these, Kastrdubonka impersonates the sun. To imitate 
the natural decline in the sun s vitality during the winter, a girl falls 
down pretending to be dead. She is buried in a mock burial by the 
other girls and bewailed by them. They move around her in a circle 
lamenting. After a time, the dead girl comes to life and they all re- 
joice with special songs. 

Where there are games and singing, there must also be a leader, 
and in the womens groups the leaders are women. One singer men- 
tioned by a collector of Russian folk tales in 1934 was D^nya, a 
young girl twelve years old. Her repertory consisted chiefly of fairy 
tales which she told to two little children of whom she took care. 
Dounya inserted songs, spiritual verses, and dirges into her stories. 
Anna Antdnovna was another song leader. This old blind singer had 
no home of her own but went around to the different houses in the 
village to help the housekeepers. She earned her board and lodging 
by spinning, but it was her singing that made her welcome in the 
morning while the work was going on and in the evening when the 
gailies began. 
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Here are the keepers of traditional lore, re-creators of the musical 
heritage of the past, composers of new rhythms and melodies in 
their own right — artist folk singers in the making. They might well 
serve as guide and inspiration for some of the new social and artistic 
stirrings of our own day. Theirs is a kind of music that women 
might well bring back, in a great fertilizing flow, into the music of 
tomorrow. 



VICTIMS OF TABOO 


J. 

JKr has happened to the women of our civilization? Why 
are we not matching in creative output the simple women of cul- 
tures much less developed than our own? Everywhere in the world, 
outside the highly civilized centers of Western culture, there are 
women whose participation in music is active and creative. Women s 
contributions in the form of love songs, lullabies, dirges, ballads, 
and epics are among the musical treasures of an art that itself has 
recognition in the annals of human achievement. 

Are we less women than these singers and musicians? We love, 
work, play, bear children, seek reassurance in a sense of oneness with 
the life force. We inherit a magnificent art of music. Why, then, do 
not women as composers make, on the level of our highly developed 
culture, symphonies, requiems, songs, dances equivalent to those 
that are created by women everywhere in other cultures? Why are 
we so inhibited? 

Before we seek the answer to our own specific problem, we may 
look again at the primitive and peasant cultures. Even there we can 
see that women are not everywhere performing their own rites and 
making their own music. Tradition or custom determines what forms 
of ritual, dance, and music shall develop. Frequently, customs seem 
to be followed without reason. They are fixed by what is called 
‘'taboo’'— a social habit that, once established, becomes absolutely 
binding. Taboo means that something or other “just isn't done." 

Primitive people all have the same general approach to life, the 
same conception of what the right relation of men and women to the 
laws of the universe ought to be. Their customs, their ways of living, 
however, vary radically from group to group. Some, for instance, be- 
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lieve in monogamous marriage. Others permit a man to have several 
wives, or a woman to have several husbands. In some communities 
the birth of twins is regarded as a sign of good luck. In others it sig- 
nifies some evil influence at work and the mother is forced by un- 
written law to leave her husband and her other children and to go to 
a settlement where only women who have borne twins may live. Cus- 
tom determines what kind of work is suitable for men and for 
women. In some societies women milk cows and make butter. In 
others only men tend the cattle. Sometimes women do all the fishing; 
sometimes they neither fish nor eat fish that is caught by men. Every- 
where people abide by local custom, local taboo. 

2 . 

In the large majority of societies both men and women make 
music and dance. Both have their ceremonial dances, songs, and in- 
struments in connection with the work and the rites customary to 
any given group. It frequently happens that certain instruments are 
played only by men and certain others only by women — ^taboo being 
equally strong against either group. There are some tribes, however, 
where only women are the musicians. Because men are not of the 
female sex, they have an inferior status with the spirits, and are 
therefore not in the class preferred to make affective music. 

Such a tribe is the Tuaran Dusun of British North Borneo. Among 
these people, women only are the priests. Upon them alone falls the 
task of performing the rites that, with music, are thought to be capa- 
ble of propitiating evil spirits. Priestesses conduct ceremonies at the 
planting of rice, for producing rain, and for blessing the villages. 
Dividing themselves into two groups, the women dance back and 
forth as in an antiphonal chorus and sing songs in a secret language. 
In a neighboring tribe the women use a sacred rattle. It is hung in a 
bamboo receptacle at the door of each house. Only the women may 
handle it. The men are actually afraid to touch it. Men play a subor- 
dinate part in aU religious ceremonies, their only function being to 
accompany the songs and dances of the women by beating the 
drums. AJthough these particular men are inherently as musically 
capable as men of other races, they do not break through the bar- 
riers imposed by custom. 

The Wanyamwezi in Africa are people of a different race and cul- 
tural level from the Borneo tribes, and among them, too, men are at a 
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distinct musical disadvantage. The word Wanyamwezi signifies 
“Land of the Moon,” and this tribe is part of the great Bantu family 
in which women in general hold high position. Wanyamwezi women 
are very strong physically and from a distance can hardly be distin- 
guished from men. They have the right to be elected chieftainesses. 
They have the right to be magicians and witch doctors; and as wives 
of chiefs, they have great influence on all public matters. Religion 
with the Wanyamwezi consists in worshiping the spirits of the dead 
mothers and fathers. It is the womens business to keep the Hving 
tribe in contact with these unseen powers. This makes them impor- 
tant and necessary in the spiritual life of the tribe, and out of their 
spiritual function grows their music. 

Wanyamwezi women sing more songs than the men and institute 
more ceremonies at which music is required. They celebrate secretly 
at puberty rites with songs and dances. Men have no corresponding 
rites. Women make music for the marriage ceremony, music for fu- 
nerals, and music for prayers in which mother and father spirits are 
invoked. They sing lullabies and have special songs to celebrate the 
birth of twins. As women do most of the wor^ they have many work 
songs, especially for the preparation of the beverage pombe. Choral 
dances for war, for traveling, and for the greeting of visitors are par- 
ticularly beautiful. Moving their bodies back and forth, waving green 
branches, clapping their hands, these magicians charm the assem- 
bled company. Only predestined women are poet-musicians. Fa- 
mous as composers of songs, some of them are very influential and 
richly paid by the chiefs. Women alone rank as official songsters and 
lead other women singers in chorus. Accordingly, they are encour- 
aged from earliest childhood to cultivate their natural talent. There 
is obviously no reason why men should not have the same high inu- 
sical status, but they do not. Men never attain the status of official 
poet-musician and do not compete successfully with the women. In 
every branch of music making, women excel. 

In other tribes where men are in no competition with women, they 
frequently raise barriers between their musicians and a free expres- 
sion in music. Among the Omaha Indians, for instance, men singers 
are trained to adhere rigidly to a rhythmic model for the chants of 
the Hon-he-wachi Festival. Since the Omahas are a very musical 
people, quite capable of inventing new melodies and rhythms, this 
restriction is clearly a taboo and has nothing whatever to do with 
innate ability. 








From M. A. Kheiri, Indische Miniaturen der Islanischen Zeit 


19. Swinging is universally a rhythm to insure life. A miniature of the Kangra 
School depicts a seventeenth-century lady on a swing and her companions play- 
ing musical instruments. ( See page 50. ) 



20 Arctic explorers see women musicians in action. A Koryak mother of 
ern Siberia beats her drum to protect her family from evil spirits. ( See page 5J. ) 





22, 23, 24. Rock paintings from tlie 
preliterate age depict women perform- 
ing ceremonies similar to those in many 
primitive tribes today. (See pages 62 
and 63.) 
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Taboos o£ all kinds surround women and can often be traced to 
fear of their supposed contact with the supernatural. In some tribes 
women are oflBcials, such as queen, chieftainess, priestess, shamaness, 
blian, doctor, rain maker, or magician, wielding real power, both 
temporal and spiritual. In others their responsibility is hmited to the 
women's group and they are not called upon as public officials to 
translate their feminine power into benefits for the whole society. In 
stiU others womens organizations are comparatively weak. Women 
and girls have but little opportunity to work together in symbolizing 
their experiences. 

Customs for women and music also vary greatly from group to 
group. It is frequently the custom for women to sing the songs in 
honor of ancestors. In other places they never sing them. Sometimes 
there is a taboo upon their playing the flute, or the particular type of 
dnun used by men in secret ceremonies. In Surinam, for instance, 
women, the principal singers, never play drums. They believe that if 
they break the taboo their breasts wiU grow dovm to the ground. On 
Manam Island (New Guinea) girls are called upon to sound the sin- 
gle death beat but do not use drums at any other time. 

The Caraja tribe of Bananal Island, Brazil, places a complete bar- 
rier between women and music. In this tribe it is the custom for 
women not to sing at all — ^not even lullabies for their babies. Accord- 
ing to the cultural definition of singing, men only are the singers. 
When women wail and keen over the dead, the Caraja describe the 
sound — ^which we would call singing — ^by a word analogous to 
"croaking,” a word used by them for the raucous calls of unmelodi- 
ous birds. The Caraja word parallel to our word “sing” is used for the 
singing of men and of songbirds. Occasionally when women are 
working in the fields they attempt to imitate the men singers, but 
generally end by joking and granting that women cannot sing. Yet 
tiiey have larynxes like other human beings and the same natural 
ways. Simply because they live in a society that does not expect 
them to be musicians and that deliberately discourages them from 
receiving training in music, they are forced by custom to pretend 
that music is outside womens sphere. 

3 . 

Barriers arise from various causes. In some tribes, occupations 
around which music formerly developed have fallen into disuse and 
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the accompanying songs are forgotten. ‘'Meta, the Rikatha potteress, 
has given up the manufacture of pottery. All her pots cracked be- 
cause, she said, she was the only woman practicing the art. In her 
former home, everybody made pots and the potteresses strength- 
ened each other. When a pot was heard cracking in the furnace, 
somebody ran to the hut and collected a litde of the dust on the floor 
and threw it on the other pots. It was too far for Meta to run to her 
old home.’^ ^ And so no more pots are made. No more pottery songs 
are sung. 

Or a taboo may be in force against introducing innovations in a 
traditional musical form. Such a restriction does exist among some of 
the African tribes where, although a woman has authority as a priest- 
ess over initiation ceremonies, she is under the prescription of a na- 
tive law that deadens her imagination. 

In other tribes particular types of song are never needed. Rowing 
songs, for instance, are not made by mountaineers. War songs are 
not necessary to peace lovers. Bridesmaids’ songs are never sung 
where people make hght of the marriage ceremony or omit it alto- 
gether. 

Restrictions on sexual freedom before marriage naturally prevent 
a girl from composing wooing songs. When sexual freedom is al- 
lowed, however, girls may become the aggressors in courtship. In 
tibis role they create courting songs. In the Trobriand Island groups 
of girls with their faces tattooed make ceremonial expeditions to a 
neighboring village and, singing a ritual courting song, give signal to 
the boys of the village to approach. The two groups mingle and 
smoke and sing all night. Obviously, these courting girls, with no in- 
hibiting tribal tradition of sex passivity, have incentives to compose 
love songs of their own. 

Marriage is often a barrier that prevents women from either creat- 
ing or performing music. The moonlight dances of the Akikuyu girls 
(east Afirica) are never danced by married women, who express 
great surprise when the suggestion is made that one of them do so. 
A husband might say: ‘T have bought you and you want to go to 
dances!” Among the Annamites, girls are professional singers and 
dancers and are very much in demand at banquets or festivals, where 
they improvise for hours at a time. But opportunity for such per- 
formance disappears the day they marry. 

A more formidable type of barrier between women and music in 
particular primitive tribes arises because women in those tribes are 
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not in positions of authority and responsibility. It may be that men 
only are the chiefs, the priests, the shamans, the magicians, or the 
doctors. Men, therefore, have the incentive to invent appropriate 
songs and dances for the occasions where music is required. Among 
the Mescalero Indians, for example, priests rather than priestesses do 
all the singing at a girl’s puberty rites. The same prohibitive factor 
operates in Bali, where the girls, although famous dancers, are 
taught and directed by men. Bali women are expected to perform, 
but not to create. Loss of leadership, or lack of a chance to lead, is a 
barrier to creative work that ranks second to none. The value of 
leadership to the composer cannot possibly be overestimated. It is the 
musical leader who has the opportunity to display artistic ability. It 
is the leader who can select significant poetic and musical phrases out 
of the many expressed by the less talented. It is through the leader 
that incoherent, incompleted utterances of immature artists are 
filtered and refined until they become art forms, acceptable to the 
whole group. Free and active participation in music making is, of 
course, a necessary condition to the possibility for leadership. But 
the mere singing, dancing, and playing of instruments in a group 
will not of themselves result in substantial creative achievement with- 
out the added opportunity of commanding the situation. 

In the shamanistic cults authority may shift back and forth be- 
tween the sexes. Shamans are individuals especially endowed with 
supernatural power to control the good and evil spirits. Shamanism 
is often identified with mothers, who, as chief guardians of family 
welfare and as chief interpreters of the supernatural, have the re- 
sponsibility for controlling spirits who might harm or benefit their 
mates and offspring. Among the Koryaks of Siberia every woman has 
her own drum and her own individual drumbeat. Whenever any un- 
toward event threatens to disturb her family affairs, she beats her 
drum and chants her magic formulas to frighten away the evil 
spirits. In this same tribe women are the oflBcial shamanesses, notable 
for their abiUty to keep in contact with the spirit world. Their pri- 
meval ancestress, Miti-Miti by name, brighter and more glorious 
than her husband, Big Raven, excelled him in cunning inventions 
and especially in the making of incantations. The real and the ideal 
women correspond. ( See Plates 20 and 21. ) 

Among the Maidu Indians today, women are still the only sha- 
mans, and with their drums officiate as doctors and magicians. There 
are many other places, too, in which women are the shamans, nota- 
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bly in Kamchatka, where they are such fine musicians. Even in civi- 
lized Korea today a sorceress called Mu-Tang goes from house to 
house and by means of charms and music benefits the sick. Fre- 
quently both women and men know the art and are qualified to per- 
form magic and to sell their musical formulas as we would sell medi- 
cine, In some places men have usurped the power of women, have 
taken over women^s functions, and have become professional magi- 
dans. When shamanism becomes an affair affecting the welfare of 
groups larger than the family, men often exclude women from the 
professional group. They confess the higher qualifications of women 
for dealing with spirits, however, by dressing as women and by 
even imitating women’s voices. 

The North American Indians are an example of a large cultural 
group that regard music as the function of men rather than of 
women. There are many exceptions to this general rule, in the case 
both of individuals and of tribes. North American Indian women 
often dance, sing, and create music, but not to the extent that men 
do. When women are musicians, their music equals men’s in quality 
and is often reproduced or mentioned by musicologists. There is no 
lack of musical ability, therefore, in North American Indian women, 
but a certain type of taboo prevents them from developing native 
talent. This taboo may be traced to the general custom of receiving 
dreams from the spirit world. These Indian men are expected to 
have contact with spirits, especially at the time of their initiation 
into manhood. Wdien they fast and pray in sohtude, they conceive 
music. These women, on the other hand, are not expected to receive 
messages from the supernatural. They are capable of it and fre- 
quently do, but just as frequently they are actively discouraged from 
such contacts. Among the Papago, girls who begin to show signs of 
mantic powers are forced to have their "shamans’ crystals” removed. 
In this manner, a girl is directed away from developing creative mu- 
sical imagination for no reason except that she is not a man. 

How the different traditions for capability in music originated no 
one knows. Both men and women, however, made the customs in 
the first place or allowed certain prescribed manners to develop into 
tradition. Women, for instance, are not compelled by men to carry 
out puberty rites, which in many tribes involve some practices defi- 
nitely damaging to the individuals concerned. Mothers and girls 
submit to being shut up in a cage for months after the first menstrua- 
tion or after the birth of a baby. Nor is the separation of men and 
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women in work and worship a state forced upon women by men. 
Women at times are aggressively antagonistic toward men and have 
been known to maul men unmercifully and even kill them for daring 
to intrude upon childbirth or other rites. 

In connection with music, women sometimes themselves uphold 
customs that deter them from being musicians and probably often 
establish such customs. The Iroquois Indian women, for instance, 
who have a remarkably high status as mothers and tribal leaders, call 
upon men to be the singers at certain of the women s dances. Before 
the men begin to sing, they say: "We do this for our mothers.” It has 
been suggested that long ago women needed the men s protection 
from enemies during the performance of the religious dances, and 
secured the men's services as watchmen by allowing them the privi- 
lege of singing. 

Without the consent and approval of women, no cultural pattern 
could endure for generation after generation. Nevertheless, women 
often uphold cruel and senseless taboos that could be removed at 
will but which, while they are sanctioned, act as a bar to the free use 
of human energy. 

The natural aptitude of men and women for musical expression is 
self-evident. But whether or not this natural aptitude is allowed to 
develop or to he dormant depends upon local custom. As flowers 
flourish in bits of soil between rocks, so will musicians grow where 
even the least incentive exists; but where tribal custom dwarfs and 
obstructs, neither men nor women can create music, any more than 
flowers can grow under the shadow and weight of stones. 

Has tribal custom dwarfed and obstructed the musical talent of 
the women of our society? Let us go back to the beginning of human 
records and allow the unfolding pages of western European civiliza- 
tion to tell the tale. 



CHAPTER V 

THE FIRST MUSICIANS 


1 . 

T 

JlHE day that men and women danced the first dance, sang the 
first song, and beat the first drum will never be known. Who the first 
musicians were, where they lived, what motives and incentives led 
them to make rhythms and melodies, will forever remain a secret. 

When the last of the great glaciers that had covered Europe for 
thousands of years was melting away, the warmth that came into the 
sunshine and the green that grew in the valleys made that age the 
real beginning of our history. The oldest monuments of human 
achievement that have survived are the paintings and carvings on 
rocks. Foxmd in many parts of Europe and Africa in caves and on 
rock siufaces, protected by overhanging ledges, the finest ones date 
from about 10,000 b.c. Not all, however, are so ancient. Some, in 
Africa, are of quite recent origin. Yet the recent ones are so hke the 
old that only an expert can tell the difference. A remarkable similar- 
ity in custom between very early peoples and those living in the 
same region today can be deduced from the illustrations and also 
from the testimony of the people themselves. The Bushmen of 
Afnca, for example, interpret one rock painting as representing their 
Dance of the Blood— a charm against sickness. (See Plate 22.) 

In some paintings women without men can be seen performing 
ceremonies of the sort that in present-day primitive tribes is accom- 
panied by women s music. The women might be conducting a pu- 
berty rite or initiating a priestess. (See Plate 24.) One African rock 
picture seems to correspond accurately to a myth of the Australian 
Wikmunkan Ghost Clan, in which only the women know how to 
sing the mourning songs. According to legend, the ancestral hus- 
band and wife came to a tragic end and assumed the form of ghosts. 
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The wife sat weeping by a lagoon and made laments that her women 
attendants heard and passed down to generation upon generation of 
women. 

The habitual secrecy with which our primitive contemporaries 
conduct their rites and the recognized authority of women in mat- 
ters of birth and rebirth indicate strongly that designing and paint- 
ing were also an evidence of women’s magic powers and that many 
of the rock paintings were women s work. In certain North American 
Indian tribes of today, girls who are secluded during their puberty 
rites occupy their time painting pictures on the rocks. The midwives 
of Malacca, too, trace mystic designs — ^mainly flowers — on the bam- 
boo tubes that hold the water they use for washing their patients. 
Only the erroneous notion of many nineteenth-century scholars that 
women do not function imaginatively has estabhshed the fiction that 
the pictures were all the work of men artists. (See Plates 22, 23, 25, 
and 26, ) 

Everything that we can deduce by working backward from the 
present to these rock paintings suggests that the art of music may 
have begun in the singing of magic by women, and that women were 
the first musicians, and perhaps for some time the only ones. In gen- 
eral, the earliest forms of human society seem to have resembled 
those of the tribes that today have the least developed cultures. 
Some of the most primitive people today are very musical people — 
the Pygmies, the Bushmen, certain of the primitive Siberian tribes, 
some of the North American Indians, the Semangs in the Malay Pen- 
insula, some of the Australians, the Tierra del Fuegans, and the now 
extinct Tasmanians. Semang men do not dance but are content to 
watch the women repeat their very primitive dance steps. Among 
the Seri Indians, only the women perform music. They have been 
heard singing simple melodies as they construct their rude huts of 
branches. They beat drums at puberty rites for girls and at death 
ceremonies. Bushwomen make drums and beat them. They play 
flutes and compose songs — especially lullabies and flower songs. The 
Kamchatkans and the Pygmies, as we have already seen, stand out 
conspicuously as creative musicians. Women of the Ona tribe 
(Tierra del Fuego), led by their own ‘"kloket mother,” perform a 
dance accompanied by a chant that is considered one of the rare ex- 
amples of genuinely primitive music. 
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It is a striking fact that the women of the simplest cultures are 
more interested in religious ceremonies than are the men. In some 
tribes women only are the religious oflBcials. In many, puberty rites 
for girls are conspicuous while corresponding rites for boys are 
lacldng- 

Again, observation of these primitive tribes today confirms the 
opinion now generally held by scholars that the earliest form of reli- 
gion was moon worship, and the earliest religious ritual was a danc- 
ing and singing magic performed by women, with a view to influenc- 
ing the potent power of the moon over life on earth. Today among 
the Pygmies the moon is feminine and is thought of as Generatrix, or 
initiator of life. The women of the Ona tribe (Tierra del Fuego) be- 
lieve that Kra, the Moon Woman, came down to earth, lived with 
them, and taught them the ways of all women. This myth suggests 
that formal worship of the moon originated when women first ob- 
served that their own monthly cycle was synchronized to that of the 
moon and that the term of pregnancy could be counted by lunar 
months. There is, indeed, no explanation of the similarity of wom- 
en's rites in all parts of the world except that they sprang from nat- 
ural causes, common to all women. 

Several myths represent a forcible determination on the part of 
men, at some point, to take over the women s magic moon rites. The 
Ona tribe has a myth that appears also in many other places. Ac- 
cording to it, women had originally a pre-emptive right over the life 
of the spirit and over music. They once possessed the secrets of birth 
and death and spent their time discussing rituals and organizing 
choral dances. Often they dressed up like ghosts and deceived the 
men into thinking them supernatural beings. Finally, the men dis- 
covered the ruse and killed the women's leaders. Ever after, the men 
performed the women's ceremonies, excluding women from tihe 
stolen rites. 

While this type of myth cannot be taken in the strictly historical 
sense, it reveals a state of envy — ^by no means limited to the primi- 
tive level — on tibe part of men for women's closer association to nat- 
ural forces. Where men are known to have taken over mimetic rites 
that were originally the activities of women, as well as in many other 
cases where ^e history of the rite is not known, men often dress like 
women and imitate women's voices. This constitutes a clear recogni- 
tion by men that they had adopted the magic devices, including the 
music t^t is inseparable from the rituals. 
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Just as religious music was probably made by women first, so the 
form of work songs probably originated with women. Such a devel- 
opment of musical' imagination may be assumed from the fact that 
women are beheved to have worked in groups long before men or- 
ganized themselves for pursuits other than hunting and fighting 

neither of which adapts itself to rhythmic action. 

Whatever men may have done with music to suit their own needs 
in these earliest times, there is no question that all evidence points 
to the complete independence of women in music and ritual and to 
the general recognition of their special authority as life bearers in 
the making of singing magic. 


3. 

After the rock paintings, the next historical evidence of human ac- 
tivity is found in pottery vessels used for domestic purposes, mortu- 
ary urns, and little idols of men, women, and children. These have 
been excavated in the Indus Valley, in Sumer, in Egypt, and in Eu- 
rope. They are frequently decorated with male and female symbols. 
The umbihcal cord as the life line is a favorite design. Others are the 
triangle and spiral, which are also feminine symbols. Often vases 
were made in the form of a lyre — one of the oldest of the moon- 
woman symbols — or in the shape of a woman actually giving birth 
to a child. There are many figurines of women holding musical in- 
struments — clappers, drum, cymbals, or flute. Other figinines repre- 
sent women weeping or wailing. Most significantly, the images of 
musicians are generally female. Scholars suggest that the people of 
those times believed the images, when placed in a grave, to be ca- 
pable of bringing about the rebirth by means of magic music. 

These are often the earhest remains of truly civilized society, 
which began to be firmly estabhshed about 5000 b.c. in a few great 
river valleys. 

Between 10,000 b.c. and 5000 b.c. the last ice melted in Europe. 
The shores of the Mediterranean were like a great garden. Where 
now there are only deserts in the Sahara and in parts of the Near 
East, there were meadows and flowing streams. And in Asia and 
Africa, as the earth settled into the warmth of our present time, great 
rivers built wide flat areas out of silt brought down from the moim- 
tainous centers of the continents. On these rich flats great numbers of 
people could live together and grow food for aU. So in these river 
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basins the early primitive tribes, each clustered around its tribal 
mothers, combined into large societies. These societies began to de- 
velop all those skills and comforts that are possible only where there 
is a pooling of the power of many people for the needs of subsistence 
and a specializing of skills. Instead of one primitive woman cooking 
and weaving and raising food, people began to have cooks and bak- 
ers, weavers, herdsmen, and farmers. 

Between 10,000 and 5000 b.c. such great communities were form- 
ing in four great river basins — ^in Egypt? where the Nile River brings 
the black silt of the far-away mountains down to the sea, making 
there the flat lands of the Nile delta; in the Near East, where the two 
largest rivers of western Asia, the Euphrates and the Tigris, roll 
down their topsoil and spread it in a great reedy, marshy swamp 
and plain called Mesopotamia (or ^^Between the Rivers ); in China, 
where the clayey yellow mud is brought down by the Yellow River 
from the high peaks of central Asia and spread for hundreds of miles, 
making soil of inexhaustible fertility; and in the Indus Valley, where 
the earth from the Himalayas is rolled westward to the Arabian Sea. 
Here the tribal families of the primitive mothers began to coalesce 
and to build on a larger and larger scale, in more enduring materials. 
The dried brick made of the river mud (what we caU adobe) took 
the place of reeds and wood; and then stone brought a long distance 
down the rivers from the mountains took the place of adobe. By 
5000 B.c. people were making things so enduring that one can find 
today the remains of large cities and societies. In the same period 
several forms of 'writing began to develop, and from that time we 
know more and more about the past. 

But what happened in those years when the primitive mothers 
were uniting and linking their families to make cities and states? 
Did they keep on singing to the moon and weaving songs of lamen- 
tation and of triumph? Did the primitive mother evolve with evolv- 
ing society into the queen and priestess? And when there began to be 
great religious ceremonies, with thousands of people participating in 
vast temples with massive pillars of carved stone and hundreds of 
lights at the altar, was there still a singing to the moon? And were 
women as priestesses leading it? We have every evidence that this 
was so, even in some cases down to Christian times, for in the first 
picture writings, statues, and paintings there is the Moon-Mother- 
Musician goddess in the full flower of her glory. 
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4 . 

This goddess, as she appears at the time when written and pic- 
torial records become numerous, is the climax of a long development. 
She sums up and crystallizes what women did, what they wished to 
do, and what men believed they could do in the preliterate period 
when ancient mythology was being elaborated and handed down by 
word of mouth. 

When about five thousand years ago unknown scribes began to 
write the first histories (in the form of stories designed to be sung), 
they told about superhuman beings who created the world, founded 
civilizations, and performed heroic deeds. In these epics women 
played a lively part, frequently a greater part than that attributed to 
men. To many people these deities of ancient times seem to be crea- 
tions of poetic imagination with no relation to actual conditions. 
Gods and goddesses were ideal images, it is true, but the ideals ex- 
pressed in them indicated existing values. A goddess standing on a 
crescent moon, for instance, represented the close association of 
women with new life. But at the same time the deities were generally 
reflections of the people — ^real men and women being prototypes of 
gods and goddesses. 

The great driving energy that is the fount of aU life was to many 
Hindus a female force. They gave it a name — saktL In later times, 
in this section of Hinduism, every god had to be acompanied by his 
sakti and was often so depicted. Her energy manifested itself with 
particular power in the persons of the Great Mothers. They were 
sevenfold — the Seven Mothers, whose cult exists among many of the 
more primitive groups today. The large number of female figurines 
that come from the Indus Valley civilization suggests that a goddess- 
mother was worshiped three thousand years ago. In Egyptian history 
no time is known when four of the mighty mothers were not already 
there. Neit, the Weaver, thought to be of Libyan origin, had for title 
“The Old One Who Was When Nothing Was,” or “The One Bom be- 
fore There Was Birth.” Cat-headed Bastet had a name that meant 
Love. Nekhbiyet — Eileithyia to the Greeks— was the goddess of 
birth. She was the moon, the bringer of life. The Egyptians honored 
her by calling one of their towns after her. Hat-hor was “The Great 
One; eye of the sun-lady of heaven; mistress of all the gods.” With 
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the same authority, the Sumerian Innanna carried civilization and the 
arts to new centers. And under another name, the Great Mother in 
Sumer created the world and everything in it. The idea that woman 
gives the final touch which endows human beings with capability is 
also found in primitive tribes. It is an exciting one for a girl to realize 
and might well be incorporated into the teaching of history. 

These goddess-mothers were generally represented as giving 
speech, music, and the art of gesture to humanity, and as being 
themselves dancers and musicians. The reason why the mother was 
thought of as the giver of speech and music may be easily under- 
stood if we again work backward from what we know of simple soci- 
eties today. For where life is very simple, the baby is almost insepa- 
rable from the mother rmtil after the age when it can speak and can 
begin to sing and imitate patterns of gesture. Mothers often carry 
their babies on their backs while working or while dancing and sing- 
ing in religious ceremonies. The child drinks in speech and music 
with its mother s milk. So Bharati and Sarasvati, divine representa- 
tives of the dark-eyed women of early India, were thought of as giv- 
ing all their people speech, music, and ritual. Sarasvati gave poetry 
and music and arranged musical tones into scales. Bharati taught the 
union of dancing with singing and is often called the Mother of the 
Bards. 

In certain ancient invocations to deities, these two goddess- 
musicians were summoned with Ila, goddess of the rite itself, and 
were spoken of as a group of three. Since they were deities of 
speech, gesture, music, and ritual, it seems clear that poetry, dance, 
and the occasion were enhanced by music and that they were inte- 
grated then, as they are now in India when the temple dancing girls 
add songs to their rhythmic gestures. The fact that these ancient 
deities were goddesses, not gods, implies that before their time 
women had been active in the making of rites, dances, and songs. 

In Egypt, cat-headed Bastet held the sistrum and delighted in 
dancing and in music. Hat-hor, the Great One, was ''mistress of the 
dancing, lady of music and wreathing of garlands, mistress of songs.” 
They were matched by Innanna in Sumer, who was described as or- 
ganizing rites, wailing to bring new life, lamenting over the dying 
year, and rejoicing over the rebirth. “She of the Beautiful Voice” 
made the lamentations and the incantations for the magic rituals. 
“O singer” are the words with which people began their appeals for 
mercy and compassion. The link between the real woman and the 
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ideal in these representations was such a goddess as the Chinese 
Nukua. With her fine gold-tinted skin and tilted eyes, she has been 
identified as an empress, wife of the emperor Fohi. About 2500 
B.c. these two interested themselves in making musical reforms, 
and to the Empress is attributed the creation of a tonal system for 
the use of musicians. In legend, the real woman became a goddess 
who mythically performed what the good Empress had already 
achieved. 


5 . 

These oldest goddesses, spirits, symbols, and even names repre- 
sent the type of woman normal for the period before written history 
begins. The women of the ancient world of seven and eight thou- 
sand years ago — ^in China, India, and on the Mediterranean shores — 
were themselves the prototypes of the deities. The hierarchy of di- 
vine and semidivine spirits represented the institutionalized role of 
women in that type of society. If a goddess was supreme in her cir- 
cle, a queen and high priestess had previously had authority in her 
tribe or clan, settling a new territory, perhaps, selecting a sacred 
grove, finding times and places for the cult dances and songs. As the 
goddess Isis did, so might a queen have led the people to abandon 
cannibalism and to eat the bread she taught them to bake. If a god- 
dess was able to help a woman in childbirth or to make grain grow 
by means of her incantations, then women had previously been 
skilled in medicine and in agricultural magic. If many goddesses 
danced and sang, lamented and rejoiced over the waxing and wan- 
ing moon, or over decaying and sprouting vegetation, then many 
more priestesses had contributed to the development of those elab- 
orate rituals and had been singing and dancing in choirs. There can 
be no doubt that women were creative musicians in that age which 
preceded the epoch of written history. Superhuman or human, 
women had economic and spiritual authority and could do what 
people expected to be done vtith music. 

Women s religion, women s customs in primitive tribes, traditions 
handed down by men s secret societies, and the symbols of divine 
women in early mythology all point directly to the conclusion that 
men had not yet seriously put their minds upon the development of 
rituals, domestic work, and music until after women had established 
their own conception of a life of the spirit, including expression in 
music. 
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F 

JL ROM about 5000 b.c. there are more and more indications of 
the way in which women were functioning as musicians. In the two 
greater river civilizations from which we draw our social and reK- 
gious ideas — Egypt, whose culture was filtered to us through Greece, 
and Sumer (including Babylonia, Assyria, and Chaldea), whose 
heritage came to us through the Jews — ^the woman chieftainess and 
priestess-musician retained her high power for many centuries. 

The spirit of the great civilizations of antiquity was the spirit of 
the primitive world, not of our modern world. Like simple people 
today, the ancients worshiped nature in its various mailif estations as 
moon, as sim, as plants and animals, as the life-giving power of their 
great rivers. And like primitive people, also, Aey used music in a 
practical way to control their environment with sympathetic magic. 
Above all, they revered the special harmony of women with the 
rhythm of nature. 

As civilization developed, religion, music, and the functions of 
women in connection with them were elaborated and refined. The 
forces of nature were personified by many goddesses and gods. Chief 
among them were the great goddesses, representative of woman s 
unity with the life force. When communal storehouses for surplus 
foods were built as a primitive form of social security, it was natural 
that the music and ritual for invoking the life force should center in 
these food houses. Gradually they developed into great temples, 
keeping down to Christian times some traces of their original struc- 
ture and function as food houses. 

Since woman’s place in the scheme of life had purpose and dignity, 
public institutions were built around her natural functions, as well 

70 



QUEEN AND FRIESTESS 71 

as around those of men. Women then represented in an official 
capacity the principle of female energy. Priestesses with their choirs 
of dancing, singing votaries functioned in the most important tem- 
ples and in the most important rites, worshiping nature’s rhythmic 
laws and striving to keep in touch with them by the techniques of 
primitive times, particularly by the dance and by music. But whereas 
in primitive times women appear to have carried on their rites sepa- 
rately from men, as civihzation developed the tendency was for men 
and women to carry out their rites together. Many depictions of reli- 
gious ceremonies represent a procession of men advancing from one 
side and of women from the opposite side, meeting before the altar 
in perfect equahty. 

2 . 

It is fortunate for our understanding of the early Mediterranean 
culture, in which our own civilization began, that its spirit and way 
of life have survived to this day in a mountainous region of the 
Sahara Desert. Here hve the Tuareg tribes, thought to be the de- 
scendants of the once mighty Libyan nation, and believed to retain 
customs formerly prevalent in Egypt, in the Near East, and in Crete. 

‘'She walks with her head high” ^ — a native proverb thus character- 
izes the strong-minded, gifted, and intelligent Tuareg woman, who is 
respected by the men of her nation in a manner that has no parallel 
in the Western world. These women have complete authority over 
the home and the rearing of children. They own property over 
which the husband has no rights. It is the custom for them to take 
an active part in public life, to be asked for advice in the tribal coun- 
cils, to rule as chieftainesses, and even to lead the warriors into bat- 
tle. Women are the preservers of tradition and learning. Where the 
ancient script, which has a similarity to the old Minoan script of 
Crete, is still used, women are more versed in it than men. Before 
marriage, girls enjoy great freedom. They are the wooers and often 
ride all night on their camels to visit their lovers. No household tasks 
are expected of them, but rather dancing, making poetry, and sing- 
ing. 

Music pervades the life of Tuareg women. When the explorers 
Denham and Clapperton visited the tribe over a hundred years ago, 
they reported: "In the evening, we heard numerous bands of females 
singing . . . this custom is very common among the people and is 
one of the principal amusements in the mountain recesses. They go 
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out when their work is finished in the evenings and remain ^ near 
midnight singing and telling stories. The males seldom sing. 

At the present time it is the custom for noblewomen to organize 
the meetings at which songs are performed and judged. The texts of 
these songs are extremely varied, ranging from the love lyric to bal- 
lads of war and travel and to hymns of thanksgiving. Although men 
and women both create the music, women are the more famous. 
Some of them are known throughout the Sahara as the great creative 
artists of this region. Women are at the center of these ahaals and 
have evidently taken the lead in establishing them, just as the fa- 
mous salonieres of Europe attracted the brilliant men and women of 
the eighteenth century to their own private houses. An ahaal often 
takes place in the moonlight under a large tamarisk tree. The com- 
pany gathers around the great fire. The women, clad in graceful veils 
and heavy ornaments that might have come from the Bronze Age, 
sit in a circle. Young men stand behind them and camels loom in the 
shadows. A stringed instrument called amzad is played by the 
women as they sing haunting melodies in a rhythm unknown and 
indefinable to Europeans. 

*The heart thou lovest, and which loves thee not, 

Whatever thou do to strain towards him, he flieth. 

A sad torment for a thing it were better not to ponder. 

But if two hearts meet, it is heavenl 
It is better than all friends; 

It is better than the whole worldK’ ’ 

Ihe status of the woman musician and the attitude of men and 
women toward the poetess suggests what musical customs were 
actually in force in an age when goddess, queen, and high priestess 
had a pride and spiritual independence comparable to that of the 
present-day Tuareg poetess-musicians. (See Plate 34.) 

3. 

Protected by mountains and living off the main highways of ag- 
gression, the Tuareg probably represents a survival into modern 
times of a fairly typical example of the hght-brown race of northern 
Africa that appears to have given our Western civiKzation its earliest 
institutions. This race was widespread both in north Africa and in 
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25. On the extreme left of this prehistoric rock painting, a woman holds her 
arms in the conventional pose of mourners. The Australian Wikmunkan Ghost 
Clan believe that the first lament was made by a wife for her drowned husband. 
( See pages 62 and 63. ) 


26. One hand of the prehistoric priest- 
ess rests on the seat of her power. The 
other holds a bison horn shaped like a 
crescent moon. A similar instrument is 
used today by the musical Valenge 
women to deflower girls. ( See pages 
62 and 63.) 
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27, 28, 29. Egyptian wall paintings represented scenes of real life. Women 
musicians can be seen officiating at religious ceremonies. On the extreme right 
of Plate 28, the clioirmistress holds her hand before her mouth, probably 
making the ululating trill. (See pages 76 and 78.) 
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tesses perform a religious dance before a great concourse of 
'oking a feminine spirit to ensure the continuation of life. 



32. Cretan frescoes, liJce the Egyptian, reveal ancient customs. These choristers 
are boys, dressed like girls and led by a priestess. ( See page 84. ) 



From A. FurtwangLer, La CoUection Sabouroif 


33. On a Greek vase, a chorus of women stands enveloped in a cape, the leader 
holding a tambourine. (See page 92.) 
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such Mediterranean islands as Crete. To it belonged the Egyptians, 
who have been called Hamites and are assumed to have been of the 
white race. 

No civilization, not even that of China, has had a longer continu- 
ous existence than the Egyptian. From about 4000 b.c. to the con- 
quest by the Moslems in the seventh century a.d. it had not only a 
continuity of life but a relative harmony and freedom from internal 
disturbance that indicated something very sound in its social organi- 
zation. Egypt was distinguished for the high degree of comfort and 
beauty attained in household furnishings. All the arts of daily hving 
were brought to a state approaching perfection. In some kinds of 
manufacture the Egyptians have never been surpassed, and rarely 
equaled. On the bodies in the Egyptian tombs there is linen of an 
exquisite sheemess. There was cloisonne of exquisite dehcacy and 
perfection of finish. There were beautiful glazes on tiles and pottery 
of many colors — green and blue, purple, violet, red, yellow, and 
white. The manufacture of glass and the artistic use of it in inlays 
and mosaics was remarkable for skill, beauty, and originahty. The 
same high standard may surely be assumed for music, especially 
since music was regarded by them as a direct and powerful magic 
for influencing spirits. 

Egypt was also distinguished for the very high status of its women. 
As if reminiscent of a former matriarchy, royal power was trans- 
mitted through the female line. Every daughter of the Pharaohs was 
born a queen and possessed the prerogatives of royalty from the 
day of her birth. A man became king only by marrying a princess. In 
the later days of Egypt none of the sons of the royal house, however 
powerful, was allowed to forget that he held his right through his 
queen. 

The custom of matrilineal inheritance made the queens legal and 
spiritual heads of the people. From the earliest times they undoubt- 
edly had a large share in government and in affairs of the external 
world. As high priestesses, queens were identified with , a local god- 
dess, homage being paid to them in death as weU as in life. Upon the 
death of the beloved Egyptian queen Ali-mose Nofret-iri (Eight- 
eenth Dynasty), a special priesthood was organized to burn incense 
in her honor and to recite &e formulas of prayers used in addressing 
the gods. When her mummy was excavated it was found to have 
dark-blue skin, the* attribute of Hat-hor and Isis, goddesses of life 
and death. Immediately below the queen in rank were the other 
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women whose husband was also lie long. Custom aUowed the king 
and odier important men a number of lesser wives, who were prin- 
cesses &om neighboring countries. Some of the great kings had as 
many as three hundred concubines in their royal households. But 
these women were in a very different position from the concubines 
of later times or of some Oriental societies, for their relation to the 
queen as assistant priestesses gave them an institutionahzed role in 
religious ceremonies and therefore a certain state dignity that can be 
acquired in no other way. 

The position of ordinary women, who did not partake of the 
divinity of the women of the royal house, was, on a smaller scale, a 
replica of that of the priestess-queens. In the many legal documents 
that survive from ancient times in Egypt, this is emphasized again 
and again. 

I acknowledge thy rights of wife [so runs one of those contracts]; 
from this day forward I shall never by any word oppose thy claims. 
I shall acknowledge thee before anyone as my wife, but I have no 
power to say to thee: ‘'Thou art my wife.’" It is I who am the man 
who is thy husband. From the day that I become thy husband I 
cannot oppose thee, in whatsoever place thou mayest please to go. 
I cede thee . . . [here follows a Hst of possessions] that are in thy 
dwelling. I have no power to interfere in any transaction made by 
thee, from this day. Every document made in my favour by any 
person is now placed among thy deeds, and is also at the disposal 
of thy father or any relatives acting for thee. Xhou shall hold me 
bound to honour any such deed. Should anyone hand over to me any 
moneys that are due to thee, I shall hand them over to thee without 
delay, without opposition, and in addition pay thee a further twenty 
measures of silver, one hundred shekels, and again twenty measures 
of silver.^ 

“Thou assumest full power over me to compel me to perform these 
things,” ^ declares a similar contract. 

It was the custom for women to mingle in the general life of town 
and country, taking part in industry and agriculture as well as in 
trading. One of the boasts of Rameses III in the period of prosperity 
about 1200 B.c. was: “I let the woman of Egypt walk out to the 
place she wished, no vile persons molested her on her way.” ^ 

From the spiritual point of view, woman was generally regarded 
as being close to the invisible powers behind life and death. She 
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could see and hear that which was beyond the perception of man. 
She could control the spirits with her flexible and piercing voice. 
Without a wife to influence the spirits, a man could not enter the 
gates of the future life. Many women, and not merely a few, there- 
fore, played an active part in public festivals and in religious cere- 
monies. During the period of the New Kingdom (c. 1800 b.c.) 
scarcely one could be found who was not, or had not once been, a 
priestess or at least a minor official in the service of the deities. 

The queen, as leader of women, was followed by an independent 
hierarchy of women — ^prophetess, spiritual teacher, priestess-musi- 
cian, and choirs of dancing, singing attendants. The prophetess was 
regarded as divinely inspired; the priestess was the actual embodi- 
ment of the goddess she represented. 

The priestess served both goddesses and gods. If priests served too 
in a goddess cult, they ranked lower than the women officials. It 
was the custom for priestesses to receive salaries from temple prop- 
erty and to be members of societies of scribes. They did not live in 
seclusion but attended to other normal duties. Many of them had 
titles such as ‘"Worshiper,” “Clothier,” “Mother,” “She Who Suckles.” 
These names denote a high antiquity, an identity with the natural 
woman, and a precedent for the descriptive names frequently given 
to goddesses. 

While the Egyptians were building their great civilization, making 
life stable, beautiful, and comfortable, they were never allowed to 
forget that the end of life is death and that beyond death is rebirth. 
Their genius and their wealth spent themselves lavishly on the tomb. 
Their religious feelings were expressed chiefly in rituals, incanta- 
tions, and musical ceremonies intended to direct the soul on its way 
and to invoke the rebirth. 

In conducting the rites for the rebirth, the indispensable priestess 
used the magic devices common to women the world over — ^holy 
water, the sacred ear of corn, incense, flowers; musical instruments, 
especially the sistrum; dancing, wailing, and singing. (See Plate 35.) 

That the priestesses were trained musicians can be seen from their 
titles. A Fourth Dynasty name was Mrt, meaning priestess-musician. 
Another name given the woman conductor — Hnyt — signifies “Chief 
of the Female Musicians.” Still another name was Phylarch, used in 
the time of the New Empire, when the priestess-musicians divided 
into fihylae, or watches, for the purposes of attending to the music of 
the temple. From the time of the New Empire on for many centuries. 
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diantresses increased in number and importance, being mentioned 
more often in the records. There were the "Great Players with the 
Hand’— always the hieroglyphic for singing; there was the "Great 
Chantress/’ Throughout Egyptian history she never failed to "con- 
tent Amun with her voice.” One of the most important, as well as 
one of the oldest, of the rebirth rites was the celebration of the Osiris 
mysteries. For this, priestess-musicians had special hymns of mourn- 
ing for the death of Osiris in which his resurrection was anticipated. 
The priestesses impersonated the goddesses Isis and Nephthys 
divine composers of all laments. They carried tambourines and sang 
both solo songs and duets. 

Another important rebirth ceremony took place during the Sed 
Festival. This was celebrated for a dead king or other prominent 
xnan. According to an old custom practiced before the days of mum- 
mifying, a statue was made in the image of the deceased. While the 
statue was still in the workmen s shop, before it was dragged 
through the streets with crowds of wailing, mourning people, the 
priestess-musician was summoned to perform the rite of "the opening 
of the mouth” by means of her magic incantations. 

A festival to ensure the continuation of life was the one named 
after Hat-hor. On the day chosen for its celebration, a choir of priest- 
esses marched in procession, holding out emblems to bring health 
and wealth, blessing the people within their houses. In wall paint- 
ings these priestesses were depicted and designated especially as "the 
female musicians of Hat-hor, Lady of Dendera, Mistress of all the 
Gods.” The inscriptions also convey the words they were supposed 
to be singing: "I offer to thee the menat necklace, the sisira, in order 
that they may give to thee a fair and long-lasting life.” ( See Plate 
27.) Many religious ceremonies were conducted by priests and 
priestesses together. In the temple at Kamak bands of men and 
women musicians are depicted clapping hands and singing. Choirs of 
male and female musicians who daily sang hymns in the worship of 
Berenike are mentioned in a decree of Canopus. Celebrating the 
accession of Rameses IV is a line in a poem: "Maidens rejoice and 
repeat their songs of gladness. 

Throughout Egyptian history there is evidence in written docu- 
ments, in pictures, and in statuary of women participating to the full- 
est extent in the religious ceremony and in the music accompanying 
it As goddess, as priestess, as magician, as wailer, as choir leader, as 
choral singer, as dancer, and as instrumental player, women were 
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there in the temples on an equality with men and often in a superior 
position to men. Often, indeed, the great temples, with their thick 
walls and massive columns, reproduced in stone the pattern of those 
huts made of reeds tied together that African women everywhere 
still construct with their own hands for their homes. And the elabo- 
rate ceremonies conducted in them retained a homely memory of 
the household life of women. More than one -scholar has quoted the 
hymn: 


Awake in peace, thou cleansed one, in peace! 

Thou sleepest in the barque of evening. 

Thou awakest in the barque in the morning ® 

as an example of similarity in practice in ordinary living and in tem- 
ple service. These are supposed to be the words sung by the women 
of primitive Egypt for the purpose of rousing their chief in the morn- 
ing. In later centuries, when the king impersonated the sun god in 
the temple, the same hymn was used by the priestess-musicians in 
the “House of the Morning"’ as a ritual for the ceremonial morning 
rebirth. 

A similar association between the temple service and home prac- 
tice can be seen in childbirth rites. In the pyramid temple of Sahuri 
— ^where the pyramid form itself resembles the female symbol of the 
triangle — ^priestesses impersonated Nekhbiyet, goddess of childbirth 
like the Greek Eileithyia, wdth whom magic formulas and incanta- 
tions for aid in childbirth were immemoriaUy identified. Egyptian 
women must have made such incantations, just as primitive women 
do today, or royal births would not have been described in legends 
in which Isis, the cunning magician, and three other deities ap- 
peared disguised as musicians to assist the queen in her need. 

Songs simg by women in connection with other home events have 
been preserved and show the same belief that characterizes all prim- 
itive music in the magic properties of an incantation: 

Keep away from his teeth — ^they will bite you! 

Keep away from his navel — ^it is the morning star! ® 

Every part of the little body is mentioned in this long charm to pro- 
tect a baby from evil spirits. 
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In p6rsona.l ns well ns in the symbolic life of the spirit, the wnil 
nnd the incantation were required to bring about the rebirth after 
death. A funeral was a great reUgious ceremony at which women, 
whose particular and unique function was mourning, always partici- 
pated. They followed the bier in a procession, throwing ashes on 
their heads, waving green branches, scratching their cheeks, holding 
tear cups to their eyes, and screaming themselves hoarse. The wall- 
ers were sometimes members of the family, but they could also be 
professionals who made wailing a specialty distinct from the musical 
lament or dirge. 

Often the dead body was borne on a barge across the Nile, fol- 
lowed by other barges carrying wallers and choirs of women singers. 
Statuettes of Isis and Nephthys, goddess composers of both wails and 
laments, might be placed at one end of the boat and surrounded by 
women performing the rite of wailing. At the other end another 
group of women led by a choir mistress might oflBciate as singers. 
(See Plate 28.) 

At home, the funeral feast was accompanied by music. Women 
played the lyre and the flute, beat their drums, and clapped their 
hands to the rhythm of songs invoking the blessing of a goddess 
whose function it was to receive the dead. ‘Tut balsam in the locks 
of Ma’et; for health and life are with her. . . (See Plate 29.) 

In old Egypt both the love lyric and the song-story reached a high 
point of development. There is a flower song in one of the famous 
collections similar in imagery to other women s flower songs in all 
parts of the world. A maiden is weaving a wreath. Each flower she 
adds reminds her of her love: 

Blush roses are in it [the wreath], one blushes before thee — 

My life depends upon hearing thee. 

Whenever I see thee, it is better to me than food or drink.® 

Did not some woman there use her musical talent to express her per- 
sonal emotions and to compose "the beautiful gladsome songs of thy 
sister whom thy heart loves”? Penthelia, we know, was one who 
described in song and story the events of the Trojan wars. Her tech- 
nique is said to have inspired Homer, or other Greek bards, to imi- 
tate her treatment of this epic material. 

As a priestess of the god Phtha, Penthelia may be regarded as a 
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symbol of the woman who was both a religious official and an enter- 
tainer. She was only one of many Egyptian women musicians 
trained for service in the temples who was also expected to use music 
upon other occasions than the temple ceremony. The large groups of 
women living in the palaces danced, played, and sang at banquets 
and other entertainments, employing the same musical ideas and 
idiom that were appropriate to the rituals. A certain Rahonem was 
at one time the chief woman manager of the lesser wives, and in her 
capacity as directress of the female players of the tabour (drum) 
and of the female singers, had the same title as that given to the 
priestess-musician. 

The princess-musicians were assisted by girls drawn from social 
classes beneath the rank of royalty and trained in regular music 
schools. Many pictures show graceful dancers and instrumentalists 
playing lyres, flutes, and drums in combination. During the Eight- 
eenth Dynasty these professional women musicians competed suc- 
cessfully with the blind harpers. In singing, the trained musicians 
had an undeniable advs&itage over men. Their voices, beheved to be 
so potent in affecting spirits, combined also the clarity and flexibility 
for making subtle and delicate melodic variations. Ideals in religion 
and art converged to bring the woman musician forward in a man- 
ner unparalleled in the modern world where women and music both 
have different values. 

Womens association with music in Egypt reached a brilhant 
climax in the Eighteenth Dynasty and continued to be a vital one 
until the priests converted religion into an organized system of sor- 
cery from which all but they were excluded. Women s music can be 
traced back to the earliest days of Egyptian history. In the beginning 
it was chiefly dancing and singing, especially lamenting, in which 
they excelled. The oldest goddesses symbolized these early women 
musicians. In instrumental music women apparently did not partici- 
pate extensively until about 2700 b.c., after the passing of the Old 
Empire. Men are depicted as the usual performers on instruments. 
Some kind of a taboo evidently existed preventing women from be- 
ing trained in a field in which they later showed so much proficiency. 
Significantly, the oldest goddesses hold the sistrum but not other 
instruments. If this negative reflection of womens musical activities 
has verity, so then must the positive reflection be true to life. And 
the predominant part taken by these old goddesses over gods in 
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dance and song strongly indicates that real women, whose interests 
and activities became integrated into divine characters, were in fact 
leaders in ritual and in music. 


4 

Simultaneously with Egypt, peoples of the Near East, allied to the 
Jews in language, customs, ideas, and physical type, were building 
another great civilization in the low flat land between the Tigris 
and Euphrates Rivers. The most southern part of this region, where 
the rivers come down to the Persian Gulf, was called Chaldea. The 
northern section, composed of the lower slopes and valleys of 
the high mountains whence the rivers came, was called Assyria. The 
great central area — flying low and flat between the rivers — was 
called Babylonia and was dominated by its great city, Babylon, 
whose ruins are about seventy miles south of the medieval and mod- 
em city of Bagdad. The three sections of this great region are re- 
ferred to together as Sumer. * 

The life of Babylonia was the life of merchants and small farmers, 
bxisy, prosperous, with widespread education and general comfort 
and luxury in the arrangements for daily living. It was regulated by 
an elaborate system of law that guaranteed justice and, in general, 
favored women and especially mothers. For example, if a free 
woman married a slave, her children were guaranteed to her and 
could not be made slaves by the father s master. 

Almost everybody in Babylon, both men and women, learned to 
read. Writing was done with a pointed stylus on tablets of wet clay 
and baked. Women even had the first woman’s college mentioned in 
history. In the district of Cappadocia, tablets have been found that 
mention a lady’s college in a ‘women’s city.” The studies appear to 
have been arts, letters, and crafts. 

As in Egypt, princesses were priestesses and women carried out 
rehgious rituals with music and incantations in which the wail was 
made the basis of a great variety of music. Both men and women 
played instruments and gave the chants. In Akkadian, the language 
of north Babylonia, the word for the hturgical psalmist and chanter 
was zammertUy of the feminine gender. Convents of women religious 
oflScials called “virgins” were attached to the temples. Though said 
to be vowed to chastity, actually, under Babylonian law, they were 
allowed to marry. They were not supposed to have children of their 
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own but might give their husbands a concubine, whose children 
were regarded as their own. Possibly there is some misunderstanding 
of the various laws regulating the women religious officials who had 
a high status and many prerogatives. Possibly the word virgin as ap- 
plied to these married priestesses means only that they were ex- 
pected to be persons of decorum or good character. The statement 
that they were to have no children but might give their husbands a 
concubine whose children were to be regarded as their own means 
merely that their duties to the temple must be set above those to 
their home. In compensation for which they might very properly get 
another woman to manage their households! 

Temples were great storehouses of surplus products under the ad- 
ministration of the state, for which people in privation might make 
apphcation. A tenth or tithe of all products was contributed to the 
temple — ^whence comes the practice of tithing in the Jewish and 
Christian churches. A similar plan of making the temple the store- 
house of surpluses to help the people in famines was followed in early 
Persia. It seems a natural expression of a mother’s forethought. 

In the temples there was an elaborate music by women, under the 
direction of Ae queen and princesses as priestesses. Queen Shu-bad 
of Ur made music on harp and tambourine with her ladies in wait- 
ing or with professional musicians. In her society, too, the word 
nartu, meaning “chanter,” is feminine. Lipushiau, the granddaughter 
of King Naram-Sin, was appointed player of the balag-di drum in 
the moon god’s temple at Ur. This drum was used not only for the 
Hturgy but at feasts. Its other name, balag-lul, has a connection with 
singing. We can fancy this girl of 2380 b.c. drumming and making 
incantations to hasten the rebirth of the moon and then dancing and 
singing 'with her companions in the palace. 

In Ishtar’s temple at Erech, troops of dancing priestesses chanted 
their laments in a dialect used only when a female deity was sup- 
posed to be reciting. Although the word “waihng” is repeated in 
every hne, the tradition of Ishtar as “She of the Beautiful Voice” and 
other references to “sacred music” point to some form of singing ac- 
companying the utilitarian magic of the wail. Choral dancing in con- 
nection with national victory or defeat was a widespread custom. 
When the Sumerians and Akkadians were being oppressed by their 
Gutian conquerors during the third millennium b.c., the women of 
several towns assembled to mourn their fate. Dividing into two 
choruses, they gave the lament antiphonally, each group singing, in 
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alternation, appropriate verses. At a mucli later date a document 
from Babylonia records that a certain group of women musicians 
were to assist in the celebration for a victorious army. Such perform- 
ances, of which many other examples could be given, were by no 
means an impromptu or an individual expression of emotion but an 
organized, studied aflFair demanded by public opinion. 

The tendency of all this religious and musical ritual under the 
leadership of singing women in Babylonia was toward an intellec- 
tual and monotheistic religion that had an influence for many cen- 
turies over religious thought. But the soul of the universe, as the 
Babylonians saw it, was not the male warrior god on which the 
monotheistic imagination of other near-by Semites, the Jews, later 
fastened, but was instead an all-encompassing mother principle, 
generally personified as Ishtar. Ishtar was Life — the teeming life of 
the rich Babylonian plain. She was in the waving grain, in the figs 
and the olive trees, in the fat cattle and sheep, in the inexhaustible 
waters from the high mountains that watered the garden lands the 
Sumerians had made for themselves. She was in the bright fostering 
sun by day and the moon and stars by night. Ishtar was not a god- 
dess like the other gods and goddesses of Babylonia. She was some- 
thing above and behind them, the ultimate explanation, universal 
being, life itself. 

Between the superhuman woman-being and earthly men and 
women the imagination of the Babylonians created not only a pan- 
theon of deities, but a host of intermediary spirits. Spirits were every- 
where. The xmseen world was full of imagined beings, both female 
and male, local and specialized representatives of the ultimate life, 
who might be influenced by .the singing magic or incantations. 
Women had their special wisdom, which was revered by men. The 
oracles at Arbela were always regarded as being divinely inspired. 
And always the singing women continued to invoke the fertile 
power of Ishtar. If her power appeared to fail them, they created 
lamentations that sometimes have great poetic beauty and remind 
us of many passages in the Bible. The intention of these, as in all 
wail songs of women, is to invoke the rebirth. 

The wailing is for the plants, the first lament is, “they grow not.’^ 
The wailing is for the barley; the ears grow not, 

For the habitations and the flocks it is, they produce not. 
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For the perishing wedded ones, for perishing children it is: the dark- 
headed people create not. The wailing is for the great river: it 
brings the flood no more. 

The wailing is for the forests; the tamarisks grow not. 

The wailing is for the garden store-house; honey and wine are 
produced not. 

The wailing is for the palace; life unto distant days is not.^^ 


5 . 

The mountainous island of Crete, only a hundred and fifty miles 
long and from seven to thirty-five miles wide, is a small place to have 
been the seat of a great civilization. Though its lower valleys are 
well-watered and fertile, the land growing lemons, oranges, pears, 
grapes, and olives to perfection, it could hardly have sustained a 
large number of people. But, from about 3000 to 1200 b.c., the 
Cretans traded far and wide with people on the shores and other is- 
lands of the Mediterranean Sea. They seem to have made these 
contacts without much fighting. Few civilizations of which we have 
record are so unmilitary or have lasted so long. The culture was, in 
every way, an example of a beneficent type of matriarchy, with 
women as goddess-priestess-musicians. 

The immense and remarkable remains of its ‘liundred cities” re- 
veal that artistic and engineering talent were devoted, not to temples 
and tombs, but to details of household life. In the palace at Knossus, 
there was plumbing such as Europe did not know until the nineteenth 
century. The town of Knossus was crossed by a well-paved street 
with a stone sewer and was flanked with fine private homes. The 
frescoed walls show women dancers and gymnasts, as well as priest- 
esses in costumes similar to those in the rock paintings of Spain. (See 
Plate 37. ) Yet in other pictures, the clothes are surprisingly modern. 
In their flounced skirts, trim waists, and decorative sleeves, these 
Cretan women seem to move and sing. No other ancient paintiugs are 
as lifelike. 

Crete, like Egypt and Sumer, illustrates the principle that in that 
period of history, women were the inspirers and the chief ministrants 
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of spiritual life. Gods were rare and inconspicuous, goddesses nu- 
merous and important. Tliis society, which has left such charming 
records of polished and refined daily Kving, shared with some African 
tribes (especially the Bantu) many of the regular female symbols. 
Among these, either wholly female or combining female and male 
characteristics, were the moon, the double axe, pillars, rocks, trees, 
flowers, shells, snakes, and birds. 

In the service of the deities and other symbols of life, priestesses 
predominated. Many frescoes depict women conducting a sacrifice 
attended by men porters. When the men attendants carried musical 
instruments, they dressed like women. When youths joined a choir, 
they were led by a priestess and imitated the dress of maidens, as if 
to deceive the spirits into believing them members of the stronger 
spiritual sex. (See Plate 82.) 

The spiritual superiority of women was manifested also in the 
small images of musicians made for the purpose of accompanying 
the dead in their graves. The manufacture of these figurines — 
invariably feminine — ^was a regular industry, especially in the nearby 
Cyclades Islands. 

It is a striking fact that nothing remains of an overemphasis in the 
glory of man as king, priest, or husband. Polygamy evidently had no 
vogue in Crete, Monogamous marriage was the custom. In a be- 
trothal scene, depicted on an ivory cylinder near Knossus, the man 
and the woman, both the same height, raise their right arms for a 
handclasp. They stand as equals. 

The presence of small chapels in the women's quarters of the 
palace indicates that informal and formal rites were indistinguishable. 
The queen — ^high priestess — ^probably burnt her incense, poured out' 
holy water, Lit her torches, and arranged her flowers in vases of her 
own making on her domestic altar. Being both a normal mother and 
a representative of a goddess, such a worshiper would repeat at home 
her incantations for protecting her family and for controlling spirits. 

Girls had their swings hanging between pillars topped by the 
sacred doves, symbols of love and fertility. At their first pregnancy, 
they may have been called to their rites by a mother blowing a sea- 
shell trumpet as girls today in South Sea islands are summoned by 
the priestess in charge. (See Plate 36.) When rain was needed, 
women sprang in ecstatic motion around the great rock which repre- 
sented Rhea, spirit of flovring water and goddess of the dance. The 
fame of such dancers spread far beyond the borders of their own 
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land and long after their own time. Sappho sang: “Thus of old did 
the dainty feet of Cretan maidens dance pat to the music beside 
some lovely altar, pressing the soft smooth bloom of the grass/’ 

Pubhc religious festivals were probably staged out-of-doors in an 
open stadium. Plate 30 shows a ceremony conducted by priestesses 
and attended by a large assembly of women and men. The object of 
adoration is imfortunately missing, but Sir Arthur Evans suggests 
that it may have been the day-spring from on high in the shape of a 
tiny goddess. (See Plate 31. ) One can imagine hearing the voices of 
the priestess-musicians chanting hymns, songs of praise, laments, 
and joyful songs of the birth. Hymnos, paen, elegoes, and dithyram- 
bos are Greek terms for poetic forms which, with the skilLEul use of 
melodic norms, derived from Crete. 

This choral dance on the “Isle of Women” seems to be the fore- 
runner of the Greek tragedies in which men dressed as women and 
acted the part of women characters. What would give clearer evi- 
dence of the fact that men first imitated, and then developed for a 
purpose of their ovm, rites which had been invented and utilized for 
centuries by women in the mother s religion? 


6 . 

No names of individual creative musicians have survived from 
those far-off times. There is no way of knowing whether men or 
women excelled in the invention of dances and music. But women s 
relation to music and to a religion, based on the sense of the glory 
and power of woman s function as life bearer, was very different 
from that of the woman of today, outwardly free but spiritually de- 
vitahzed, with no faith in her womanhood to inspire her to song. 

All these ancient rehgions were based on the primitive woman s 
grand idea that she who gives birth can invoke the rebirth — ^that, 
as mother, she has authority over life and death. And this authority 
she exercised by making music. The intimate relation in ancient soci- 
eties between goddess, queen, priestess, and ordinary woman meant 
that the collective body of women was drawn into a musical life that 
had its origin in connection with institutions and occasions planned 
in previous centuries by women themselves. It meant that the 
woman with creative musical imagination had behind her a long tra- 
dition of capability on the part of women and that she started com- 
posing on an already high plateau of experience and achievement. 
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Occasions for the development of musical talent had already been 
formalized in the regular events of living — ^in the birth of a baby, 
rebirth at adolescence, marriage, death, and springtide, in the vv^ork 
of feeding, clothing, and manufacturing needed articles, in caring for 
children, and in amusement. All the ancients recognized and valued 
woman^s bond with the life force. There was no denial of the imagi- 
native faculty. Institutions existed for the purpose of directing her 
beneficent power into the proper channels. Music was regarded as a 
direct extension of the functions of women. As in primitive tribes, 
the barriers between women and music were merely local lirmtations 
upon specific occasions when women were expected to function as 
musicians. As long as there were goddesses, queens, and priestesses, 
as long as there were women leaders holding positions of responsi- 
bility in musical life, women were adapting and arranging the in- 
herited songs and dances, or creating variations on them for new 
occasions. And they were doing this on their own inspiration, in the 
proud consciousness that, as women and mothers, they sang with 
voices that the great powers of life would be bound to heed. 
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1 . 

time between 2000 b.c. and 1000 b.c. our modem 
world began. For on the great plains of Russia, north of the Black 
Sea and the Caspian, another people — the Aryans — ^began stirring. 
During the next centuries they moved outward in all directions, 
traveling great distances, riding on horses, and driving their cattle 
before them. They went down into India, pushed back the older 
Dravidians into southern India, took over the north of India, and 
began to teU their own story in the Rig-Veda. They came down into 
the Near East and established Persia, whose present name, Iran, 
means Aryan. They spread westward into Europe and gave their 
language and customs to whoever was living there at the time when 
they arrived. Above all, they took over, one after another, the isles 
and peninsulas of the eastern Mediterranean and put themselves to 
school amidst the Cretans, choosing and modifying and usually sim- 
plifying the charming civilization they found there. Greek civiliza- 
tion did not originate as a single country or culture. It began among 
little groups of rather rude, hardy people who settled in amidst the 
decaying luxury and splendor of richer and brighter days, and who 
in their own plain way civilized themselves by borrowing from their 
betters. 

The one bond among these early Greeks was that they spoke the 
same language. This was a bond, more or less, among all Aryan peo- 
ples, from the misty shores of Ireland to the sunburned banks of the 
Ganges. This was and is the only bond. Aryan does not refer to a 
race or a color of skin. It refers only to a kind of language. An early 
Chinese writer who saw these Aryans in India mentioned their dis- 
tinctive appearance, however, as well as their widespread language 
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and their attitude to women. “From Wan westward to An-si the lan- 
guages of the people, though differing slightly from one another are 
generally similar so that they may understand one another when 
conversing. AU these people have deep eyes and a rich growth of 
beard. They hold their women in high honor, for whatever a woman 
says, her husband invariably agrees to it. 

Wherever people speak the same language, they tend to have com- 
mon ideas and social attitudes. The first of the Aryans to write down 
their ideas about life were those in India. In the Rig-Veda, written 
perhaps about 1200 b.c., there are references to women and to 
their authority in rehgion, music, and social life. “From of old comes 
die wife to the pubhc sacrifice and to the festive gathering; as or- 
derer of the sacrifice comes the noble woman attended by men.” = 
This record from the sacred books indicates that the wife was essen- 
tial to the ceremony. 

An especially beautiful service was one performed at the hearth- 
altar. “O gods,” says the Rig-Veda, “the married couple, who together 
intend to present to you libations— who together come on the grass 
to place there the sacred food — [grant that] this couple, surrounded 
by little children and growing sons and daughters, pass a happy 
life. . . 

At the marriage ceremony, the company chanted hymns to Agni, 
the fire god, invoking perfection of the well-knit bond between hus- 
band and wife. One such hymn, in which only feminine adjectives 
appear, has been ascribed to the poetess-musician Visvavara, a mem- 
ber of the priestly family of Atreya. 

Show thyself strong for mighty bliss, O Agni, 

And overcome the might of those who hate us! * 

With these Aryan people, marriage ensured the mother and her 
children protection from the native enemy hordes but apparently 
did not limi t her personal liberty beyond the natural prescriptions of 
physiological laws or pervert the relationship into a degradation of 
woman’s natural powers. In ancient India a boy was thought to be 
blessed eightfold if his mother presided at his initiation into man- 
hood. Institutions through which woman’s authority in matters of re- 
birth rituals could be maintained continued to hold people’s respect. 

As Pandy says to his wife, Kunty, in the Indian epic, the Mahab- 
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34, Raishallala of the Tuareg tribe of northern Africa, photographed in front of 
her tent, is a modern example of the ancient Mediterranean poetess-musician. 
( See page 72. ) 


From C. Sachs, Die Musik der Antike Courtesy of The Macmillan Co. 

35, 36, 37. Women musicians of ancient Egypt and Crete. 

(See pages 75, 83, and 





From A. Furtwdngler, Griechische Vasenxnalerei 


59. In ancient Greece, the swing festival was a woman's rite associated with 
he rhythm of life. ( See page 100. ) 
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40, 41, 42. Greek artists often decorated their pottery with representations of 
women working, rejoicing at weddings, and mourning at funerals. (See pages 
98, 99, and 101.) 
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harata, which reflects the life of a later day, “I shall tell thee about 
the practice of old indicated by illustrious Rishis fully acquainted 
with every rule of morality. O, thou handsome of face and sweet 
smiles, women were not formerly immured in houses and dependent 
upon husbands and relatives. They used to go about freely enjoying 
themselves as best they pleased ” ® 

The next records we have of the way the early Aryans felt are the 
poems of Homer, which began to be sung (perhaps as early as 1000 
B.c. ) all up and down the islands of the Aegean, and the shores of 
Greece and Asia Minor, where the Greeks were settling. All these 
Greeks traced their ancestry to Helen, the daughter of the moon. The 
hero of one of the two great Homeric poems, the Iliad, is Achilles, 
grandson of the lunar goddess Doris, the Engenderer. Doris had fifty 
daughters known as the Nereids. One of them, ‘silver-slippered 
Thetis,” was the mother of Achilles. 

These early Greek stories concern the kidnaping of their beautiful 
Helen by the Trojans, also Aryans, who carried her away to Asia, 
and the attempts of the kings of Argos and Mycenae and innumer- 
able heroes, sons of goddesses, to get her back. Woman is such an 
all-pervading, all-protecting spirit in the Odyssey, the other great 
Homeric epic, that it is not unlikely that the poem was fashioned 
by weaving together lays earlier composed and sung by women. 

2 . 

Throughout Greek history until about 400 b.c., when the drama 
began to absorb public interest and the theater usurped the mimetic 
rite, singing, dancing, and playing on instruments had the same 
significance and the same utility that they have today for our primi- 
tive and peasant contemporaries. Music was deemed by them a 
thing divine, the breath of life, a tremendous power for influencing 
the drought and actions of people, for controlling nature and super- 
natural beings. 

Like other ancient peoples, the Greeks placed a high value on the 
art of the dance, which they regarded, like swinging, as a means for 
keeping in the flow of life and for ensuring equilibrium to the soul. 
Many of the dance movements had come from magic gestures in- 
tended to awaken life. The high leap and the wide sweep of the leg 
won immortahty for the dead or made the corn grow tall. Scooping 
imaginary dewdrops with the hands, arching arms like the moon 
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were techniques to stimulate growth. Holding hands and forming a 
circle conveyed the strength of the group to each individual. 

With the art of manufacturing musical instruments capable of fine 
gradations of tone still in its infancy, the voice was naturally the 
favorite medium for musical expression. In the golden ages of Egypt 
and Crete, emphasis was placed upon melody — a development diat 
the Greeks later carried far toward perfection. But behind this art 
was practical magic, revealed by words in several of the ancient 
Aryan languages besides Greek. In Sanskrit, for instance, the word 
mantra^ which means a verse of praise to a deity, comes also to mean 
a magical invocation to compd that higher power to grant some 
human appeal. The old Indians had charms known as rdga and 
rdginl, Aryan words that have survived in the Lithuanian language 
as ragana, meaning one who makes magic formulas or incantations. 
In Latin, the words carmen and ode both have the double meaning 
of “song’’ and “charm.” 

Music, indeed, to the Indians of former days, was regarded as be- 
ing conformable to cosmic laws when it was brought into juxtaposi- 
tion with certain seasons and hours. Were every rule about the 
performance of music strictly obeyed, the six male rdga tunes and 
the thirty female rdginls were then considered capable of producing 
some desired effect. Should they be used in defiance of tradition, a 
calamity, such as the turning of day into night, might ensue. ( See 
Plate 45. ) 

In Greece, the conception of the universal life force operating 
through music was given a beautiful expression by the fifth century 
B.c. philosopher Pythagoras and his wife Theano, a poetess-musician. 
They taught that the spheres and the stars of heaven move to music 
in an eternal song and dance. And so they organized rites for their 
followers, to the end that each person, by taking part in the music 
and the dance, might achieve an inner harmony of spirit. 

Later Greek educators and philosophers employed the various 
musical “modes” which had developed through centuries of musical 
experience to induce a state of mind or “mood.” A certain arrangement 
of tones in a scale was believed to be capable of inspiring soldiers 
with courage; another was used to inspire worshipers with reverence; 
still another stimulated passion. Plato later proposed that music for 
young people should be limited to those modes that would strengthen 
their characters. He desired to imitate the Egyptians in the creation 
of melodies that had the capability of calming human passions and 
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purging tibe soul. The seriousness with which he advanced his theory 
shows that the most highly educated men believed in the affective 
power o£ music and of music as an accompaniment to the other arts. 

Of such social and reUgious uses for music, professionalism and 
the training of professional performers of music were by-products. 
For many centuries the important music of that great Greek culture 
remained in its primitive miHeu— in the religious rite, for the purpose 
of placing the worshipers in accord with the hfe force; in the home, 
for work, recreation, and magic; at the banquet and formal social 
gatherings, for entertainment. Consequently in early Greece women 
were at the center of these three types of music. They danced, sang, 
and played instruments, especially flutes and cymbals and drums. 
From childhood to the grave, at home, in small group gatherings, 
and in formal public ceremonials, early Greek women had oppor- 
tunity and occasion to use music, and incentive to compose it. The 
result of such a setting was a rich musical experience for women in 
general and a great wealth of songs composed for women and by 
women. 

Throughout the period of ancient times until the Christian Era, 
and even long after, the Greeks like other ancient creators of music 
usually followed the primitive custom of associating their songs, 
dances, and instrumental playing with a specific occasion and pur- 
pose. Musical art reached its climax when it enhanced the emotional 
value of some event — a victory over enemy armies, defeat in battle, 
a wedding, a funeral, a rehgious festival, a public or private enter- 
tainment. The same musical idiom served for aU occasions and pur- 
poses; one cannot tell from the picture whether a religious rite is be- 
ing celebrated or whether an entertainment is being staged. This is 
because the function of music had not changed since the most primi- 
tive times. People beheved that music was for the purpose of height- 
ening emotional reactions. No matter what the occasion, the artist 
employed the same techniques. 


3 . 

As in aU goddess-worshiping cultures, priestesses in Greece were 
valued and respected members of their communities. They usually 
came from noble families and held their oflBces by hereditary right. 
Priestesses were assisted in their duties by the so-called hierai, sa- 
cred women, and the girl choristers. These remained an integral part 
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of the religious and musical life of Greece until long after the begin- 
ning of the Christian Era. Members of the choir received training in 
their youth for the proper performance of the dances and religious 
songs, often spending the year before marriage within the precincts 
of a temple under the guidance of a priestess. 

Priestesses assembled in societies or hierarchies. Some of the best 
known were the Oleiai of Orchomenos, the Dysmainai of Mount 
Taygetos, and the Dionysiades of Sparta. Most renowned of all were 
the Thyiades, a society whose origin is shrouded in the mists of an- 
tiquity. Its members claimed descent from Ino, mother of the Danoi, 
who, legend tells, brought women s rites from Egypt to Greece. Ino 
herself was the Homed Cow, Hke the crescent moon. The Thyiades 
had colleges in several different places, notably EHs, Pisatis, Sparta, 
and Delphi. They served both Hera and Dionysos; and when cele- 
brating rites for the rebirth of Dionysos, they were led by the myth- 
ical mother of Dionysos, Semele. Though Dionysos was the god of 
wine and later was worshiped by drunken votaries, his rites in Crete 
and old Greece were not orgiastic in the sense of intoxication from 
drink., The women who belonged to these important religious institu- 
tions sang their hyrons and danced their dances in sobriety. Their 
ecstasy was a ritual, performed in imitation of the maenads of im- 
memorial tradition and for the same immemorial reason — to become 
one with the rhythm of all life. ( See Plate 33. ) 

The cult of Dionysos, which was widely and enthusiastically ac- 
cepted throughout ihe classical world in the pre-Christian centuries, 
represented a religious idea that seems to have had an extraordinary 
popular appeal — ^the idea that a woman might bear a child without 
the interposition of a human father, in ecstatic union with a god. 
This child might be a son or a daughter, and in some cases the di- 
vine infant was thought of as of both sexes. But whether son or 
daughter, the young divinity born hke a human baby, nurtured at a 
human mother’s breast, growing up as a human being, beautiful and 
beloved, demonstrated that through the woman s body alone, with 
no help from the human male, the universal life force might be in- 
carnated in a young being who was both human and divine. This 
idea, which appears in various forms in Greek mythology, was best 
represented by the young god Dionysos, son of Semele and Zeus. 

It. is important to emphasize the fact that in the earliest times all 
Dionysiac cults were exclusively women s cults and that they came 
from the Cretan culture where only women were the priestesses. The 
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song of the birth ( dithyramb ) was the song of the mothers, and by 
tradition the women choirs of the tribe of Akamantis had used the 
primitive cry of joy — alleluia. Priestesses of Elis, probably the dis- 
tinguished women who belonged to the college of the Thyiades 
priesthood, sang the oldest dithyramb preserved in Greek literature: 

In springtime, O Dionysos, 

To thy holy temple come, 

To Elis vdth thy Graces, 

Rushing with thy bull-foot, come. 

Noble Bull, noble BuU! ® 

From these symbolic mothers singing their dithyramb invoking the 
divine child to birth, back to the midwife chanting her incantations 
to hasten the arrival of the human child, we see the extraordinary 
continuity of Greek ritualistic practice, the carry-over of personal ex- 
perience to group emotional expression. 

The most usual name for the worshipers of Dionysos was the 
Bacchae or the bacchantes. Both words mean ‘‘the mothers.” With 
Dionysos were associated also ancient mythical women called 
maenads. We know much about these singing, dancing societies of 
women and their secret rites in the mountains. For in a later century 
an inquiring and sensitive man named Euripides happened to es- 
cape from die rather conceited circles of the male intelligentsia of 
Athens in his day and to catch a glimpse of them. He was profoundly 
stirred and wrote a beautiful choral drama, The Bacchae (or The 
Mothers), about them. Had Euripides known more about the primi- 
tive origins of his own civilization, he might have avoided a groping 
indefiniteness in his beautiful verse. But he believed, in his poet’s 
soul, that these women, with their ringing cry, "Oh, wild white 
maids, to the hills, to the hills I” had something men might well try 
to understand. 

Their rites, he thought, came from Crete, and he represented the 
Bacchae as singing: 

“For thee of old some crested Corybant 
First woke in Cretan air 
The wild orb of our orgies. 

Our Timbrel; and thy gorges 

Rang with this strain; and blended Phrygian chant 
And sweet keen pipes were there. 
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“But the Timbrel, the Timbrel was another s, 

And away to Mother Rhea it must wend; 

And to our holy singing from the Mothers 
The mad Satyrs carried it, to blend 
In the dancing and the cheer 
Of our third and perfect year.” ^ 

Casting an interested masculine eye over their attire, but not ap- 
parently aware of the age-old meaning of their symbols, Euripides 
noted 4at the Bacchae wore long white dresses and had fawn skins 
flung over their shoulders, and that some of them carried wands with 
serpents wound around them. “The Songs of Serpents sound in the 
mazes of their hair.” ^ Perhaps he had never heard that the snake is 
from immemorial time the symbol of rebirth. All the maidens car- 
ried oak wands wreathed in ivy. Most of them had ivy wound in 
their hair. They had outposts to warn all onlookers away* A maiden 
went ahead of the procession chanting: 

“Who lingers in the road? Who espies us? 

He shall hide him in his house nor be bold. 

Let the heart keep silence that defies us; 

For I sing this day to Dionysos 
The song that is appointed from of old.” 

And when the women, seeking the still dell of the Muses, had 
climbed far into the hills (as primitive women in Africa do to this 
day), a shepherd saw them in the dawn, sleeping after their night- 
long songs and incantations. 

“Our herded kine were moving in the dawn 
Up to the peaks, the greyest, coldest time. 

When the first rays steal earthward, and the rime 
Yields, when I saw three bands of them. The one 
Autonoe led, one Ino, one thine own 
Mother, Agave. There beneath the trees 
Sleeping they lay, like wild things flung at ease 
In the forests; one half sinking on a bed 
Of deep pine greenery; one with careless head 
Amid ibe fallen oak leaves; aU most cold 
In purity — ^not as thy tale was told 
Of wine-cups and wild music and the chase 
For love amid the forest s loneliness.” 
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While there were a few mysteries in which men and women jointly 
participated, most of the secret rites were conducted by women 
alone, and only by initiated women. Those that concern women s 
mysteries have never been fuUy understood since their meaning was 
not disclosed to any uninitiated person. The whole subject of the 
women s hierarchies — ^their secrecy, their mythical association with 
goddesses and with the moon— takes us back into the farthest realm 
of primitive times and shows the force of those old beliefs even 
among people as highly educated as the Greeks. 

4 . 

The expression of rehgious feeling by means of rites was an in- 
tegral part of Greek daily hfe. The Greeks had inherited belief in the 
power of magic, and they placated their numerous deities at every 
turn — ^in their homes, at wayside shrines, in sacred groves and caves, 

, and later with formal ceremonies in the great temples of the r-l g ssica l 
age. Before a meal a Greek family would place on its hearth a few 
bits of food in ofiEering to Hestia, goddess of the hearth, and would 
pour a few drops of unmixed wine on the floor to placate the good 
daemon of the house. Women made obeisance to Eileith)da and to 
Hekate, goddesses of life and death, at shrines erected at the thresh- 
olds of their homes. In his “Ode to Theron,” Pindar tells of the 
maidens who danced and sang before his door through the night. 

Divine protection was particularly required for the special events 
in human hfe— for birth, presentation of the child to society and 
to the spirits, puberty, marriage, and death— and for the normal 
changes of nature — ^the birth and decay of vegetation. In the main, 
Greek rehgious rites centered around these rhythmical crises. The 
character of the rites varied ah the way from simple house cult prac- 
tices of primitive times to elaborate festivals involving many people 
and lasting for days. 

The most striking aspect of Greek rehgious practice is the con- 
tinuity of its expression — the constant carry-over from the real to the 
ideal; from actual experience to a deity who symbolized the experi- 
ence. To women, this constant carry-over was extraordinarily im- 
portant. AU their activities, aU their physiological crises had femi- 
nine impersonations to whom they could voice their needs. In diese 
symbols women projected their own strength and capabihties, their 
own value in the life scheme. In the worship of the goddesses. 
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women had opportunity and compulsion to express with ritual and 
music their own deep emotions, their own creative urges. Help for a 
woman in childbirth, for example, was not confined to incantations 
sung by a midwife to ease and speed her actual labor. In congrega- 
tion, at shrines— such as the shrine at Olympia that Eileithyia, god- 
dess of childbirth, shared with the snake-child SosipoHs— women 
sang formal hymns to their protectress. At the great festival of the 
Thesmophoria, sacred to married women, it was customary on the 
third day for the women votaries to sing a hymn of invocation to 
Artemis Kalligenia, or Prothyraia, to her who would grant an easy 
birth to mothers. (See Plate 38.) 

To Artemis Prothyraia 

Hear me, O most majestic goddess, spirit of the many names, 
Deliveress from the pangs of birth, sweet presence to those in travail, 
Savioress of women, you who alone love children, goddess of the 
gentle mind. 

Giver of a birth that is rapid, dehveress from mortal sorrows, 
Prothyraia, you who are before the Door! 

Who hold the keys, beautiful to meet, kind to all, 
who love to feed and keep animals, 

Of the homes of all you are mistress, you rejoice in the gladness of 
feasts. 

Loosener of girdles, invisible, yet manifest by your works to alll 
Through sympathy you suffer along with women in travail, 

And with those who bring forth easily you rejoice, 

Ilithyia, goddess of childbirth, releaser from the throes none can 
escape! 

On you alone they call in travail, O resting-place of the soul, 

For in you the pains of childbirth are forgotten. 

Artemis Ilithyia, and Prothyraia, hallowed in beauty, 

Hear, blessed one! Give the fruit of seed, coming as a deliveress. 
And saving us, even as you were bom eternal Savioress of alll 

The woman s singing magic of birth and rebirth was used in the 
various rites of the life cycle as it still is among primitive peoples. At 
puberty, Greek girls were inducted into maturity with various mi- 
nutiae of ceremony. As with primitive tribes, flowers, the holy bath, 
games, foot races, festivals at the new moon, and always dancing 
and singing were characteristic features of these ceremonials. For 
example, girl initiates serving Hera, in whose cult flowers were al- 
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ways used, would gather spring blossoms and twine them around a 
statue of the goddess as they danced to the music of flutes and in- 
voked the holy one in song. In ceremonies of Artemis at Sicyon, 
where the Crete-inherited feminine influence was especially strong, 
a statue of the goddess was annually carried down to the sea and 
dipped into the water for the sacred bath. The most beautiful girl 
initiate was chosen to impersonate the goddess, and a choir of danc- 
ing and singing girls led the procession to the sea. In the rear fol- 
lowed a choir of boys, also dancing and singing. These boys prob- 
ably represent a relatively late addition to a ritual in which originally 
only women and girls took part. The great festival of the Heraea, 
held under the direction of the Thyiades in the month of Parthenos, 
when the moon was new, was also a puberty rite, a festival of games 
for girls like the Olympic games for boys, and probably of older 
origin. The music for the Heraea was made by the Thyiades. Under 
their organization and leadership, two choirs of sixteen women sang 
the sacred hymns. 

Little is known of the Heraea, but it is not difficult to guess the 
character of the rites or to infer the leadership of women. These 
women’s rites are alike the world over. Among the Tusayan Indians 
in New Mexico, for example, the La-la-konta Festival lasts for ten 
days and has a deep rehgious significance for the whole tribe. Its 
chief purpose is to induce the germination of seeds. The girls nm a 
race, a common practice at puberty rites and certainly a feature of 
the Heraea. There is a procession to the spring — ^water is always the 
source of life — and a dance. The priestesses hold their office by he- 
redity. After ceremonially calling the women together at the shrine, 
they lead them in wonderful choral singing. As we have seen in many 
places in the primitive world, as well as in Egypt, the priestess is also 
musician. Undoubtedly in Greece, women with the same status also 
composed their own music for their own rites. 

Marriage rites in Greece, like those of puberty, were rites of tran- 
sition from one state of life to another, celebrated both at real and at 
symbolic marriages. Real weddings usually took place just before 
full moon. Before the ceremony, sacrifices to the goddesses were 
made and the bride was given her sacramental bath. At the festivi- 
ties the bride was veiled to signify rebirth from a symbolic womb 
and also to signify dedication to her new life. The two mothers lit 
the torches that symbolized the light of the life-giving moon. Accom- 
panied by flute players, the wedding procession marched to the 
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bridegroom's house. The wedding feast was the ideal time for felicita- 
tions. (See Plate 41.) 

Bridesmaids greeted the bridegroom: 

“Raise high the roof-beam, carpenters, 

H)mienaeus! 

Like Ares comes the bridegroom, 

Hymenaeusl 

Taller far than a tall man, 

Hymenaeusl" 

The hymn-call was to bring forth the daemons of fertility. It was al- 
ways shouted at weddings as a kind of good-luck motto by the 
friends of the bride and groom. Bridesmaids at a Greek wedding al- 
ways lamented the passing of the bride s girlhood. In Sappho s words 
they sang: 

“Maidenhood, maidenhood, whither art thou gone from me? 
Never again will I come to thee, never again." 

Then groomsmen would praise the bride: “O fair, O lovely!” and the 
wedding guests would praise the bridal pair: 

“Hail, bride! 

Noble bridegroom! 

Allhaiir^s 

It was the bridesmaids' duty and pleasure to prepare the bridal 
bed in a bower garlanded with flowers, and to conduct the bride to 
it. The epithalamium, accompanied by dancing, was sung outside 
of the bridal chamber at night by bridesmaids and youths. At dawn 
came the last benediction of the friends: 

“Farewell the bride, 

Farewell the bridegroom.”^® 

In temples and at festivals, sacred marriages, symbolic of the union 
of the sexes, were performed on many occasions, often with other 
rebirth rites. At the Heraea festival, for example, the girl victorious 
in the foot races, olive-crowned, woxild be married symbolically to 
the boy winner of the Olympic games. At the rites of Dionysos in 
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Athens the wife of the second archon officiated regularly as bride to 
a symbolic Dionysos. Sometimes, as in the cult of Hera at Samos, the 
rites of the sacred marriage were performed without men, but they 
were never performed without women — a fact that clearly sug- 
gests a feminine origin of the marriage rite as a "‘rite de passage"" 
for a woman about to enter a new state of life. In Greek religion the 
rites of the sacred marriage and of the birth of the holy child or of 
some symbol of the rebirth were indissoluble and represented the 
central mystery of rehgious ritual. 

Greek funeral rites, like other rites of the rebirth, were held for 
both real and for symbolic deaths. When a person died, the family 
and the professional women mourners would gather around the bier. 
It was the business of the professional mourner to give the wailing 
necessary to hasten the rebirth of the dead soul into the spirit world. 
The mourner was expected to remain for several days, durmg which 
time she sang one dirge after another. A mourner was not worth her 
pay if she repeated herself. She probably behaved very like the 
present-day professional singer at funerals in Mykonos. In old Greece 
the group of family mourners burst out with a refrain. The men ex- 
claimed in their own characteristic fashion and the women gave the 
evoe, "Alleluia,” similar to the cry of joy given by priestesses in the 
bacchanals. Sometimes a flute player, also a woman, accompanied 
the cortege. There was a great demand for these women ^artists and 
they had consequently a strong incentive to create music that would 
be considered good among professionals. (See Plate 42.) 

Part of the fimeral ceremony was often conducted very like a 
drama. The cortege consisted of a chariot, or men, bearing the coffin, 
of women walking in front, at the sides, and in the rear. It was the 
custom to display grief. The women beat their breasts, wailed for 
a time, then walked in silence, then wailed again. When the proces- 
sion halted, the mourners grouped themselves in dramatic attitudes. 
Sometimes there would be formal choirs. Following a very old cus- 
tom, the people of Megara used to send fifty maidens and fifty youths 
to Corindi whenever a death occurred in the Bacchiad family. In all 
types of death ceremonies women played their classic role. 

At the symbolic deaths, mourning for the dead vegetation of the 
year, or for a hero, a heroine, or a god, a goddess took the place of 
mourning for a real person. During the Thesmophoria, married 
women stood at the crossroads and lamented in spirit 'with Demeter, 
goddess of the grain, who was searching for her lost daughter, Kore. 
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In the Adonia, women wailed on their housetops for Adonis, a vege- 
tation god. At all the festivals, after the lamenting came the cries of 
joy in anticipation of the resurrection, be it of natme, the moon, 
or the deity. 

5 . 

Religious festivals in Greece showed many traces of a matriarchal 
origin. In the great periodic rites known as the Thargelia for trans- 
ferring the force behind vegetation to the new harvest, men and 
women celebrated together, as do those of many primitive tribes in 
similar fertility festivals. Men and women both joined, too, in those 
for Adonis as well as in the requiems, from which our idea of All 
Saints’ and All Souls’ Days came. Connected with the rites of the 
Anthesteria were the Eumenides or avengers of a mother s wrongs. 
Women sang as they walked along carrying flowers and green 
branches. In Aeschylus’ drama The Eumenides is a description of 
what was probably the actual rites: 

Pass to your house thus augustly estated. 

Come, O mysterious maidens, come, offspring of night! 

And silence all for our sacred song. 

Come ye with sacrifice offered, with worship and with rite. 

Some festivals celebrated by men were modeled on women s fes- 
tivals. The Apatouria— Festival of the Same Fathers — was, for ex- 
ample, an adaptation of a far older form. Festival of the Same Moth- 
ers. 

Many rites of rebirth were practiced by women alone, or with 
men playing a secondary role. Korythalia was the women’s version 
of the various May-pole dances (eitesione) . The Aiora, or Swing 
Festival, was distinctly a women’s ritual, bound up with the moon 
and the rhythm of life. (See Plate 39.) Besides the Heraea, 
which had the primitive girls’ puberty rites in the race at new moon, 
there were other festivals of Hera. One was the Anthesphoria, cele- 
brated with flutes amidst bowers of greens. Various Artemisia be- 
longed to women. In them the' features were processions to a sacred 
spring, bronze tympani, and laments called oupingi. At the Herse- 
phoria the dew-carrying maidens refreshed the bloom of their own 
youth. The Tithenidia was a festival for the nursing mothers of 
Sparta, who danced and sang to Artemis as they ate loaves of bread 
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shaped like a woman’s breast. Like the Eleusinian mysteries, the 
Thesmophoria concerned agricultural magic— woman’s ancient pre- 
rogative. It was conducted by married women. 

Many festivals of Dionysos belonged to women originally, as well 
as the Adonia, in which Aphrodite’s son, or lover, was first mourned 
for as dead and then rejoiced over as resurrected. Three festivals 
made up the Ennateric group. The second of this group was the 
Herois, in which the women invoked Semele, mother of Dionysos, 
and called upon the dead heroines to return and help them in their 
colossal task of bringing life to the earth. The third was the Charila 
and involved carrying out death, preparing for new life. At Orcho- 
menos, where the Thyiades had one of their colleges, the priestesses 
sang to the Charites, the gift-bringers of plenty. 

Greek songs, both rehgious and occupational, were divided into 
categories and had generic names. There were songs of winnowing, 
songs of reaping, mill songs that women sang as they ground grain, 
songs of the water carriers, and rope songs sung at the well in imita- 
tion of the gurgling water. ( See Plate 40, ) 

Nursing mothers had songs of their own — kafabaukaleses, which 
means hterally to lull to sleep. The bakers sang to Demeter: "Send 
forth a sheaf, a plenteous sheaf, a sheaf send forth!” (See Plate 
16.) 

6 . 

Out of the rich musical life of Greece, with its many opportunities 
for women to sing and to make music, came a substantial number of 
poetess-musicians whose fame has carried down to our own day. A 
Greek compiler lists forty such poetesses by name. These women 
won numerous prizes in public competitions, had statues erected to 
them, and some were likened to the Muses by their men competitors. 
Phantasia, who came to Greece from Memphis, Egypt, in pre-Ho- 
meric times, was one of the early story-singers. It was the custom in 
those days for men and women to gather after supper in the great 
hall of a dwelling and to amuse themselves by chanting and listening 
to stories. Phantasia, being a skilled storyteller, like many women in 
primitive tribes today, entertained her companions with music. She 
and her friend Themis are reputed to have invented the heroic 
meter, the hexameter. Certainly they made a compound measure out 
of two lines of the Linus, that song of lament for Adonis sung by so 
many choirs of women. 
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Individual women artists sang laments in public not only in pre- 
classical and classical Greece but long afterward. In one of his most 
charming idylls, Theocritus mentioned a skillful singer from Argos 
who sang in the market place of Syracuse at the festival of Adonis. 
Two members of the audience, Praxinoe and Gorgo, are speaking: 
^Silence, Praxinoe! She is preparing to sing the Adonis— the girl of 
Argos, the skillful singer who carried off the prize of Sperchis, she is 
preparing to sing the lamentation. She sings, I know well, with tal- 
ent" The singer modiJates the hymn, and Gorgo exclaims: "It is 
more beautiful than I ever thought; fortunate woman to be so well 
informed! Altogether fortunate that she sings so softly!” This pro- 
fessional musician was carrying on a custom of immemorial antiq- 
uity. She was giving the wail that would hasten the rebirth of 
Adonis, the god who personified the vegetation of the year. And, ac- 
cording to the way of the woman artist-musician, she had converted 
the wail into an art form — the musical lament. 

Perhaps the two most important categories of women^s religious 
songs were the hymns of invocation composed and sung by the 
hierarchies of priestesses — ^notably’ the Thyiades and the Elean 
priestesses — and the lyric poems sung by the girl choirs, known as 
parthenia or songs for maidens. The girl choirs were famous for the 
excellence of their performance. Pindar wrote of them: "Round 
Parnassus high cliffs, the bright-eyed Delphian maidens enter the 
fleet chorus and sing a sweet song with clear voices.” And Aik- 
man spoke of his delight in the Spartan "maidens of honey voice, 
so loud and clear.” 

The songs that the girl choirs sang usually had for theme some 
myth or legend of god or goddess, hero or heroine. As the girls sang, 
they would dance and gesticulate and more or less act out the story 
of the legend. Obviously, this was simply a development of the age- 
old mimetic rite and a forerunner of the later complicated Greek 
drama. About the seventh century b.c. a form of choral dance de- 
veloped, called the hyperchemey in which the dancing and gesticu- 
lating chorus was reinforced by a stationary group of singers. In this 
way, more diflScult and more complex music could be performed 
and more attention paid to the melodic element in the music. Favor- 
ite subjects for hyperchemata were such tales as BacchyHdes’ myth 
of Ida and Marpessa, a kind of wedding cantata, or the myth of 
Theseus^ victory over the Minotaur of Crete. In the latter, dancing 
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boys joined with the girls o£ the dancing chorus. The participation 
of girl choirs and of actors in this type of ritual dance ^ama — defi- 
nite precursor of Greek classical drama, in which only men were 
allowed to sing or to perform — illustrates the extent to which women 
took part in the musical life of the preclassical Greeks. ( See Plate 
43 .) 

A Greek woman artist — ^this one distinguished for her singing, her 
dancing, and her lyric poetry — ^was Megolastrata of Sparta. Called 
the beautiful blonde, she led the Spartan girl choirs and composed 
music for their performances. Unfortunately, not one of her com- 
positions has been preserved, but her fame as a leader and as a com- 
poser has come dovm to us from the seventh century b.c., a time 
when the girl choirs were especially active and important in Greek 
life. 

Telesilla of Argos was a heroic figure, one of those courageous 
mihtant women who through quick decision save their countries in 
moments of great danger. When the Spartans threatened her city- 
state, Telesilla is said to have gathered weapons from homes and 
temples, to have given them to the women of Argos, and to have led 
them against the enemy. A poetess-musician as well as a warrior, 
Telesilla is especially famous for her hymns and for her political 
songs. Only two verses are left from her poetry, a call to maidens, 
obviously part of a hymn. 

Corinna, a poetess-musician of Boetia, was Pindar’s teacher and 
won five times over him in poetic competition. So lovely were her 
songs that the poet Antipater named her as one of the nine women 
whom he selected as earthly muses. Gorinna’s work consisted of 
epigrams, lyric poems, and choruses for women. Unhappily, only a 
few fragments of her poetry are extant and none of her melodies. 
As she herself explained, she sang of native myths and legends, of 
heroes and especially of heroines — ^“But I, I am come to sing the 
prowess of Heroes and Heroines, in fair old-wives’ tales for the 
white-robed daughters of Tanagra!” 

Sicyon, a city-state that kept on conspicuously wdth Cretan cus- 
toms and in which women played a leading part in both religious 
and musical life, was the home of the poetess-musician Praxilla. She 
was famous also for her skolias or table songs — Plater called drinking 
songs— sung at banquets, sometimes solo, sometimes in chorus; for 
her dithyrambs; and for an epic poem entitled ‘"Adonia.” Praxilla’s 
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songs were so well thought of in Athens that they were compared 
with those of Alkman and of Sappho, and were sung at banquets of 
the nobility. 

Of all the poetess-musicians of Greece, the most famous, the one 
whose -very name is almost synonymous with the words lyric po- 
etry,” is Sappho of Lesbos ( seventh century b.c. ) . Lesbos is a trian- 
gular island, lying a few miles off the shore of European Turkey- 
one of those garden islands of the Aegean, full of mountain dells and 
fresh streams rushing down to the sea, where the small gray olive 
trees cling to the hillsides, fruit grows sweet and ripe in the val- 
leys, flowers bloom, birds sing, and the svm shines most of the days 
of the year. 

In the seventh century b.c. Lesbos had built up quite a trade 
with the other Greek islands and the half -Asian, half-Hellenic cities 
of Asia Minor. And since it was so prosperous, its talented citizens 
found time and opportunity to bring the art of singing to the lyre to 
a very high perfection and to take great pains with the music and 
ceremonial of religious processionals led by women. Here in this tiny 
island city-state of Lesbos, women had the high social, political, 
Hterary, and religious status then common in the Aegean world. They 
owned their ovm property and were free to come and go as they 
pleased. WeU educated, especially in poetry and music, they enjoyed 
the companionship of both men and other women, taking part, as a 
matter of course, in political and hterary discussions. As priestesses 
in the temples of Lesbos, they served especially Hera, Aphrodite, 
Demeter, and Artemis. Perhaps no place in all of Greece was more 
favorable than Lesbos for the flowering of a woman’s creative talent, 
and in this environment Sappho was born, matured, and asserted her 
leadership. 

A woman of independent wealth, highly respected and greatly ad- 
mired, not only in her own community but throughout Greece, Sap- 
pho hved all of her life, with the exception of about five years, in the 
beautiful surroundings of Lesbos. After her return from her period 
of political exile in Syracuse she founded a girl’s college, or art school 
as we would call it, to which young women came from far and wide 
to study poetry and music. 

Ihe most gifted of these girls was Erinna. Erinna’s mother is said 
to have chained her to her spinning wheel in order to make her spin 
rather than sing, or perhaps only to spin while she was singing. But 
Erinna appears to have found a way to study with Sappho with such 
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45. The Raginis of India represent the ideal graces of womanhood. 
Bhairaveen, a beautiful maiden, places her flowers on the altar of Linga 
at dawn, when Ragini Bhairaveen may be sung. This, and other symbolic 
paintings showing the relation of women to old Indian music, were re- 
cently done by Fyzee-Rahamin for his wife, who can sing the six Raga 
and the thirty Ragini melodies and who knows the history of their power 
of enchantment. ( See pages 47 and 90.) 
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Russian painter has portrayed the music of his country as per- 
sonified by two birdwomen: Sirin and Alkonost. (See pages 49 and 118.) ^ 
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48. In Latvia, where women’s songs enrich the musical literature, the pagan 
goddess Laime is represented on a wood-cut receiving a woman’s sacrifice. 
(See page 110.) 
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49, 50. History is told on pottery. Artemis, accompanied by tlie dog as symbol 
of healing power, played magic music but was superseded by Apollo. (See 
pages 120, 122 and 142.) 
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success that when she died at nineteen, her poems were already 
known and admired. It was even said that she could write hexame- 
ters better than Sappho. Only one fragment of her work remains, a 
beautiful lyric song in honor of a dead girl, also a singer — Baucis. 
Improperly entitled '‘The Distaff” by later critics, this poem is really 
a lament, written in hexameter with no refrain but with recurring 
cries of sorrow. 

There appears to have been much affection and pretty displays of 
endearments among these girls and between them and their slight 
dark-haired leader and teacher, Sappho. These ways, which are nat- 
ural enough in any group of girls, later received an unpleasant inter- 
pretation among the fourth-century male intelligentsia of Athens, 
who were openly carrying male homosexuality to a high degree of 
refined exhibitionism and celebrating it even in works as dignified 
as the dialogues of Plato. Most modern scholars beheve the so-called 
"Lesbianism” of Sappho and her girls to be only the gossip over wine 
cups in Athens, where middle-aged hterary gentlemen and men 
about town toasted their own boy flames. 

The actual records of Sappho seem to indicate a normal woman’s 
life. She had a little daughter named Cleis. She did some social and 
poetic sparring with the other most famous poet of Lesbos, a man 
named Alcaeus. What she and Alcaeus seem to have done is to sing 
between them a tenso, which is a sort of poetical dialogue between 
kindred spirits. The tenso has been an art form from earliest times 
all over the world, among the Chinese in the pre-Confucian age, 
among ladies and lords of the medieval court of the Japanese em- 
peror in Kyoto, and among the Tuareg today. The Song of Solomon 
in the Bible is a tenso representing King Solomon’s dialogue with 
Arabian queens whom he courted. 

So Alcaeus sang to Sappho: "violet-weaving, pure, sweet smiling 
Sappho, I wish to say something but shame hinders me.” 

And Sappho replied, in song: "Hadst thou had desire of aught 
good or fair, shame would not have touched thine eyes, but thou 
wouldst have spoken thereof openly.” 

No one has ever questioned Sappho’s genius as a lyric poet. Her 
fame has lasted for more than twenty centuries. Plato called her the 
Tenth Muse and Ausonius named her the Muses’ Sister. Unfortu- 
nately, only a few fragments of the poetry upon which Sappho’s fame 
primarily rests have come dovm to us; and all of the music with 
which she accompanied her songs has been lost. But from her own 
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poetry and from relatively contemporaneous accounts in Greek 
literature, we know her high reputation as a player and singer. She 
was called "a nightingale of hymns.” Her favorite instruments to ac- 
company her songs were the “golden lyre” and the “sweet-toned 
flute.” “Come now, O lyre of mine,” she herself sings, “lift up thy 
voice divine.”^® 

Besides accompanying her songs with lyre and flute, Sappho is 
reputed to have developed for her own use a special kind of 
stringed instrument called the pectis and to have introduced into 
musical usage the plectrum, or quill, for striking the lyre’s strings. 
Her creative genius is further illustrated in her invention of new 
melodies, new forms of music. She is credited with having evolved 
the mixolydian mode and with having invented a new style of music 
by breaking up the meter. “This feature,” writes one modem admirer, 
“the Greeks called Contrast of accent.’ In her verse it was like silver 
thin gs clashing against each other. She buckled together these clash- 
ing feet by the golden bands of rhythm and by this means made 
havoc of emphasis. . . . But when she chose to make symmetry of 
emphasis, she could. The sapphic meter is a woman’s hexameter. It is 
the feminine heroic.” 

Sappho and her pupils oflSciated at public reHgious festivals as 
well as at weddings, and Sappho herself may even have been oflBcial 
conductor of the temple choirs. “Come to the splendid temple 
grounds of Hera of the gleaming eyes, you girls of Lesbos,” she 
writes, “and trip hghtly with whirling measure, performing a beauti- 
ful choral dance for the goddess; and Sappho shall lead you, her 
golden lyre in her hand.”^^ We have fragments of the beautiful 
wail laments that Sappho and her girls sang to hasten the rebirth of 
the child god at festivals to Adonis: 

Maidens: Tender Adonis lies adying, 

O Cytheria, what were best to do? 

Cytheria (Leader): Go, beat your breasts, ye maids, and crying. 
Bend ye your robes in sign of me!” 

The subjects of Sappho’s lyrics were the subjects important to 
women, the everyday happenings of their lives. She sang of her love 
for her little daughter; she wrote love songs and marriage songs; 
hymns and laments to be sung at religious ceremonies. So famous 
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were her epithalamia or wedding songs that Sappho and her pu- 
pils were frequently and widely employed as musicians at weddings. 
And the poetic form of her epithalamia was the model which other 
writers used for nearly a thousand years in Greece, Rome, and even 
Emrope. Knowing Sappho s authority in one type of art-song, can we 
not assume the same for the Egyptian poetess-musicians who created 
the laments and dirges attributed to the goddess Isis? 

In order to judge the quality of Sappho’s music, it is unnecessary 
to have samples of it. Her verses, her melodies, and the strains that 
accompanied them on flute or lyre were regarded by her contem- 
poraries and by critics of the golden age as bearing the stamp of 
perfection. Her work had the same quality as the poetry and sculp- 
ture of the Periclean Age in Athens. Unquestionably, the music com- 
posed by Sappho and her companions, while of course very differ- 
ent from that of our times, was creation of the very highest order by 
trained musical talent. 

Sappho was not a “sport” — a woman gone masculine — as many 
people have considered her, or an extraordinary deviation from type 
that might never occur again. She was simply an extremely talented 
individual, a woman with a great aptitude for poetic-musical expres- 
sion, who Hved in an environment peculiarly favorable for its full 
development. For her there existed a juxtaposition of the three fac- 
tors always essential to the full unfolding of creative musical imagi- 
nation. She developed in a cultmre in which music was an integral 
part of both informal and formal life. She belonged to a class of 
people from whom, in that culture, music was expected. As a mem- 
ber of the Aegean society, she inherited melodic impulse. Every art- 
ist of the islands had the background of Egypt and Crete for musical 
assertion in lyric song. Finally, Sappho had training and experience 
in the technique required by the standards of her community — an 
outstanding woman, it is true, but intrinsically no different from 
other exceptionally talented women of her own and of many other 
communities. What made Sappho the peerless lady of music and 
song was the fact that she had behind her an immemorial past of 
experiment by women in poetry and music. Hers was the last per- 
fect flowering of thousands of years of women’s song. (See Plate 
44.) 
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creative expression in music there must be a free flow be- 
tween the platie of daily experience and the plane of thought and 
fantasy. One must be able to transfer into universal and ideal 
terms one’s vital personal experience. To the extent to which the 
ideal plane is restricted or distorted, the creative energies of the in- 
dividual are devitahzed or even poisoned. 

Women in pre-Christian times all over the world had simply and 
naturally evolved a grand religious idea out of their greatest experi- 
ence — ^the experience of birth. And just as simply and naturally, they 
assumed that the life of the universe could be expressed in terms of 
a woman’s experience. Surely, they thought, the universal life must 
be a mother. It might unite with a father. But the motherhood of the 
deity was to them more obvious and more really important than the 
fatherhood. They were not restricted, as Western women later were 
for nineteen hundred years, to a single male god. On the contrary, 
they had a representation of what they, as women, knew of life. 
They had a means of idealizing and universahzing their own highest 
impulses. 

Women were pre-eminent in the creation of music in these early 
times. They are not pre-eminent now. For in those days, they were 
also pre-eminent in the formulation of religious ideas. They did 
not take their religion from men, or leave it to men to make their 
music. 

To understand what happened to women later, one must under- 
stand the kind of religious images that women had as an inspiration 
for the outpouring of their songs. In all the myths, rituals, sculpture, 
painting, and Hterature of antiquity, there is an all-pervading woman 
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presence. Whether she is called Cybele or Ishtar or Isis or Hera, or 
some name foreign to oxir ears, she represents woman power as an 
active beneficent principle in all life, sometimes as life itself, the 
ultimate being, mother of all living things. A realized truth generates 
creative power. From these noble images of women, energy flowed 
back to the individual woman, releasing and strengthening her imag- 
ination and her artistic impulse at this deep level where music is 
conceived. 

Behind the rites of primitive people everywhere today, and in aH 
very early religions, there is the woman spirit. In the great early 
civilizations of Egypt, Babylonia, and Crete, the Great Mother acr 
quired a grand, all-embracing personality, and was loved and wor- 
shiped with a passionate faith. In Rome the cult of the Great Mother 
persisted and resisted the powerful onslaught of the growing Chris- 
tian Church until the fifth century. In Greece, where the tendency 
was to bring all gods down to earth and turn them into human be- 
ings, the personality of the Great Mother was spHt up into a number 
of divine feminine figures and lovingly individualized, by the Greek 
talent for character delineation, into ideal women, clearly distin- 
guished from each other in temperament, appearance, and the kind 
of interest they took in human affairs — ^but all of them noble, benig- 
nant, all-powerful. 

The great goddesses, by whatever name they were called, had their 
own rites, in which music and dancing were always conspicuous, 
their own liturgies, their own myths, and their own insignia. One 
had the spiral; others carried the plume, jewels, an ear of corn, the 
three-stalked flower, a musical instrument. One was crowned with 
the sun s halo, one held the sky cape above her, another a sea shell. 
One stood surrounded by the swiftly flowing rivers of the world. 
Many were accompanied by lions — symbols of the strength inher- 
ent in womanhood. All the great goddesses represented the rhythm 
of life and the moon. 

These goddesses, in their many beautiful impersonations, with 
their various symbols, represent three mighty facts of nature, akin 
to each other in their character and manifestations, which seemed to 
these early human beings, and especially to women, to hold the key 
to life. One was the waxing and waning of the moon, its three nights 
of darkness, its effulgent period of resplendent light making night for 
the brief period of the full moon a kind of heavenly day full of mys- 
tery and magic. The second was the fact that, in nature, death is the 
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prelude to new birth. When the flower petals fall, there remains the 
seed from which new flowers will spring. And the third was the 
kinship of the woman — ^in all those biological details that distinguish 
her from the male— to the moon cycle and to the something that 
gives birth throughout all nature. Hence the divine life was natu- 
rally and inevitably feminine and woman was its nataral priestess. 
She knew how to speak to it in her incantations; she knew the 
rhythms, the gestures, and the symbols, the spirit behind all things 
that would understand and heed. (See Plate 48.) 

2 . 

As time went on and many, many women worked to perfect their 
understanding of the ultimate woman power, different goddesses, 
or different phases of the one great woman spirit, came to represent 
the woman in her different characters and functions as mate, 
mother, worker, musician, and ‘^virgin, or free, unattached to a 
mate, untrammeled with children. 

All the goddesses represented to some degree the womans life 
span. But there was one great spirit, the Greek Hera, who repre- 
sented this the most clearly. She had three distinct forms, corre- 
sponding to the three phases of changing life. In the first she was the 
girl-child, young, fresh, free, having not yet come to maturity. In the 
second she was a woman of the childbearing age, in the fullness of 
her peculiar power of womanhood, as mate and mother. In the last 
she was the woman past childbearing age, but not old, free again, 
in the ripeness of character, in the profound knowledge of hfe that 
motherhood and wifehood nobly fulfilled have brought her. 

In the beginning, when Hera first came to Greece from goddess- 
ruled Crete, she was entirely independent of Zeus. Even in the Olym- 
pian age she kept her own temples, priestesses, girl choirs, and 
rites, in which music and dancing were integrated. Hera was pri- 
marily the matron, guardian of marriage, mistress of the home, 
noble, dignified, and wise. A famous artistic representation of her, of 
which only a description now remains, showed her seated on a 
throne, carrying the scepter of world dominion in one hand and in 
the other a pomegranate — symbol of life. 

The concept of mate as distinguished from that of mistress of the 
home received other impersonations. A dignified god symbolizing 
mating or sex is rare in the ancient pantheons. The Oriental gods 



ARTEMIS 


111 

usually represent unbridled male energy. The little boy Cupid or 
Eros was a frivolous conception of late Greek literature dominated 
by male intelligentsia, and very trivial and silly in comparison with 
the mighty, all-powerful goddesses of sex in earlier times, who sym- 
bolize the rhythm of sex desire. 

Of these, one of the oldest was Sumerian Innanna, later Ishtar. 
In her resided the rhythm of sex desire. When she rested, all procrea- 
tion ceased. Even the urge for it died until she gave the signal for 
the rebirth. An ancient myth represented Ishtar descending into 
hell, or darkness, for three days, corresponding to the three nights 
of the dark of the moon. On the third day she was revived by two 
goddesses impersonating the bread of life and the water of life; then, 
clothed in splendor and beauty, she emerged and roused aU hving 
things to mate. 

Ishtar was one of the mightiest superhuman powers of all time, 
known as ^^Directress of Mankind.” She was worshiped in many 
temples by both women and men. Troops of dancing, singing priest- 
esses and many women oflScials served her. On the monuments and 
seals of Sumer she appeared in a long robe with a crown on her head 
and an eight-pointed star in her hand. From this same Ishtar, beau- 
tiful Venus in Rome took her name and . her characteristics. In 
Greece, Ishtar and the idea of deifying sexual love were imper- 
sonated by Aphrodite, whose real home was the island of Cyprus. 
Here, where Cretan culture took early root. Aphrodite was a moon 
goddess and specifically the bearer of the hfe-giving dew, or mist, 
which comes at night. This refreshing moisture was thought to be, 
Hke the life-giving seminal fluid, the gift of the moon. Hence Aphro- 
dite was the goddess born of the sea, and also the moon, which in- 
fluenced, in some obscure magnetic ways, its tides and the sexual 
rhythm in women. Like other Great Mothers, Aphrodite lamented 
and made songs of rejoicing over the death and resurrection of her 
son, Adonis. Everywhere in Greek culture the mighty goddess of the 
rhythm of life itself and of music was the inspiration of festivals at 
which the whole populace shared her grief and joy. 

In most of these deities of sex there was a recognition of the sex 
urge as the basis for a higher development of the life of the spirit. 
But without woman s authority in regulating the rhythm of sex life, 
spiritual life also lay dormant. As if to symbolize woman s life-giving 
power in affairs of the spirit, one of the old Oriental goddesses was 
depicted holding the material substance of the world encased in a 
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spiritual essence. This image may be regarded as representing the 
meaning of all ancient feminine deities— unity of the higher human 
faculties with the natural and real things of the earth. 


3 . 

Nearly all great goddesses were mothers and often passed on the 
torch of life to the next generation by their own power. Many of 
them had names whose roots indicated their function. The last part 
of the Greek Demeter’s name means mother. A present day South 
Indian word for “nurse” or “mother” is amma, and it is incorpo- 
rated into the Great Mothers’ names, such as Nukalamma. In repre- 
sentations of the mother goddess, her maternal functions were 
universalized by associating various symbols of life and the rhythm 
of life with the figure of the woman. In picture after picture the 
Great Mother sits on her throne holding, not a child, but the more 
comprehensive emblem of the phial containing the water of life. She 
beats a drum, not only because real women use a drum as a magic 
device to assist childbirth, but because her life is bound to rhythm. 
She sings, not only because real mothers sing to their children, giv- 
ing them their first impressions of melody, but because the music of 
the spheres resounds to human ears only through the door of life she 
opens for both body and soul. 

With only local variations in the different countries, the Great 
Mother was the focus of celebrations for changes in the seasons and 
for the reappearance of the new moon. 

The goddess gave a child to the world, fashioned out of her ovra 
body and blood. She gave nourishment that her child might thrive — 
first her own milk and then cultivated foods. The child was some- 
times a son and sometimes a daughter. Demeter gave Kore, a beauti- 
ful clean-limbed, clear-eyed maiden. Other goddesses had both a 
maiden and a youth. Cybele’s child, Attis, was double-sexed. The 
offspring of the Great Mother was often identified with the fruits of 
the earth and became ffie symbol of regeneration, to be lamented and 
rejoiced over by the goddesses and their semidivine attendants. 
Every year or so, at great national festivals, Ishtar mourned for Tam- 
muz, Isis for Osiris, Cybele for Attis, Aphrodite for Adonis, and De- 
meter for Kore. Rites for the rebirth were the most important rites 
and they were ceremonies of the goddess-mother, not the god- 
father. It was the mother’s sacrifice, the mother’s power for bringing 
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life, the mother’s point of view that gave the religion of those times 
its character and appeal. 

As mother, the goddess created the world in co-operation with a 
male deity, to whom, with a grim feminine realism, die early priest- 
ess-theologians assigned the lesser part in this mighty achievement 
It would have been impossible, in those honest early days, to con- 
vince a woman who had borne children that the father s part in pro- 
jecting life was the greater part and should be so represented in 
the creation of divine images. Running through all the early stories 
of the creation there is also the idea that a male god can never do 
much until a woman puts real life into him or his work. Prometheus 
once made a youth, but it was Athene who pressed the spiritual sub- 
stance into his brain. The shepherd boy Endymion led a passive 
existence on Mount Latmos imtil Selene, the Full-Moon Mother, 
embraced him. Inspired by her magic touch, he began to dream of 
noble thoughts and deeds. Again, in one of the Nile legends the river 
is a male spirit that flows between two banks represented by a god- 
dess. She stands with outstretched arms, as though begging for the 
water to come and fertilize her. But the mighty river swelled and 
flowed only when Isis let faU her tears of mourning for Osiris, the 
Nile god. The goddess had to make the wailing and the weeping 
that always brings about the rebirth. 

In a hymn of remarkable vigor, Indrani, one of the Seven Mothers 
in India, chanted the dogma of her superiority over her husband: 
"I am the banner and the head, a mighty arbitress am II I am victo- 
rious and my Lord shall be submissive to my ’will. I am victorious o’er 
my Lord, my song of triumph is supreme.” ^ 

The women theologians did not generally assume that even a 
goddess could create 4e world without a mate. The oldest company 
of Egyptian deities consisted of four pairs of consorts with equal 
powers. Throughout Egyptian history most of the well-known gods 
had their female counterparts functioning in exactly the same way. 
The old Babylonian creation myth told of the primeval ocean flood 
containing male and female elements. Oriental gods still have their 
sakti — ^their female half without whom they would be powerless. 

As mother, the goddess could compel rebirth. Rites for the rebirth 
were the most important features of early cults, and in them empha- 
sis was placed on women’s attitudes rather than on men’s. Ishtar 
rejuvenated her son Tammuz by holding him on her knees. Demeter 
displayed an ear of corn as the symbol of power to bring about re- 
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birth. The woman’s power of self-sacrifice for the sake of others, the 
mother’s authority in regeneration is beautifully expressed in the 
story of the rebirth of Osiris. This popular Egyptian god, who per- 
sonified the life-giving river Nile, was murdered by Set, the Ty- 
phoon, and cut into fourteen pieces as a symbol of the waning moon, 
which takes that number of nights to disappear from the sky. His 
mate, Isis, Creatrix of Green Things, determined to save his life. 
Alone and exhausted almost to the point of death, she persevered 
until she had found the scattered pieces of his body. Nut, the Sky 
Mother, united and regenerated the dead god. ‘‘She gives to thee thy 
head and thy legs, she joins the limbs together, and replaces thy 
heart in thy body.” ^ Then Isis conceived by Osiris and bore the child 
Horus. Without her persistence in the face of dire distress and her 
overpowering love, life on earth might have remained dormant — 
symbolically speaking — forever. 

Of all the goddess-mothers, Isis was the greatest, just as Ishtar was 
the greatest of all goddesses of sex. In her the idea of mother love 
was sublimated into an altruistic, civihzing force capable of leading 
men and women to a higher level of intelligent living. Springing 
from other earlier mother-spirits of the prehterate age, she was 
more ’widely worshiped in Egypt by both women and men than any 
other goddess there. She survived until the sixth century a.d., spread- 
ing her influence in Greece and Rome. An old Greek inscription 
shows the reverence accorded her in magnificent terms: 

I am Isis, mistress of every land; I laid down laws for mankind 
and ordained things that no one may change; I am she who governs 
Sirius the Dog-Star; I am she who is called divine among women; I 
divided the earth from the heaven; I made manifest the paths of the 
stars; I prescribed the course of the sun and the moon; I found out 
the labours of the sea; I made justice mighty. I burdened woman 
with the newborn babe in the tenth month; I ordained that parents 
should be believed by their children; I put an end to cannibalism; 
I overthrew the sovereignty of tyrants; I compelled women to be 
believed by men; I made justice more mighty than gold or silver; I 
made virtue and vice to be distinguished by instinct.^ 

4 . 

The woman as mate evolves into the woman as mother. The 
woman as mother is a worker for her family, and as such she evolves 
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into tihe presiding spirit of community work and welfare. There were 
many women spirits in all parts of the ancient world who reflected 
womens work and activities as extensions of the functions of 
motherhood. There was Ishtar, the potter; Neit, the weaver; the 
spinning and singing Fates; Athene, worker in the art and crafts of 
civilized life, Innanna, the great Sumerian mother and goddess came 
to the aid of women in childbirth with the words: ‘‘Maiden of the 
place of begetting am I; in the home where the mother gives birth, 
a protecting shadow am l!”^ Many goddesses had the power of 
healing and carried the magic wand entwined with serpents later 
held by Aesculapius. Egyptian Taweret, called The Great One, pre- 
sided over family affairs and symbolized ancient womans authority 
in the home — ^the focal point for bringing life and for making music. 

The most remarkable example of the way the ancients were think- 
ing out the relation between private home and community was to be 
found in the impersonation and functions of the goddess Hestia in 
Greece and of Vesta in Rome. Since primitive women today are 
generally the keepers of a perpetual fire, these goddesses probably 
symbolized a very old association of woman with authority over the 
hearth. Hestia and Vesta were the guardians of the hearth in its two- 
fold aspect, as symbol of the internal unity of the family and of hos- 
pitality to the stranger. As impersonations of hospitality, they were 
hostesses of suppliants and fugitives who might invoke the sacred- 
ness of the family hearth where they had taken refuge and so be 
protected. Hestia's home was in the prytaneum, where a fire, repre- 
senting the common hearth for the whole city, was kept ever going. 
Colonists traveling from the city to settle elsewhere received a coal 
from the fire, as symbol of the continuity of life in their new home 
with that in their old. Similarly the Roman Vesta, a very ancient 
goddess, became an important state deity whose vestal virgins 
guarded the sacred fire and the Sybilline books with their treasured 
secrets of the way to Hve. 

The Greeks expressed their sense of the communal importance of 
woman’s work and authority by adopting a specific goddess as the 
guardian of a city. Of these personifications of woman as worker and 
manager, the most complete and authoritative is that of Athene, 
guardian of Athens. In this noble figure was concentrated the highest 
qualities of the feminine personality as shown in work and public 
leadership. She was the goddess of the pure ether, the dawn and the 
twihght, and goddess, in her moments of righteous wrath, of the 
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thunder cloud and the lightening bolt She was the guardian of 
women s arts and industries, protector of family and community life. 
As guardian of peaceful industry, Athene was goddess of peace. But 
to ensure peace she would go to war, resolutely and thoughtful!}^ In 
war she was goddess of counsel and prudent strategy as opposed to 
her reckless brother Ares, who represented brute courage and vio- 
lence. The heroes like Odysseus whom she led and protected were 
^*wise.’^ They used their heads. They exercised forethought, they 
strove to overcome brawn and violence with intelligence and man- 
agement. 

In the many statues of Athene power and benign authority seem 
to be guiding the hand of the artist in the molding of the noblest 
kind of feminine face, with its broad, open brow, candid, thoughtful 
eyes (which in the Greek statues were carefully painted in), and 
firm^ kind, resolute mouth. She stands with helmet on her head, 
shield and lance in her hand, the leader of states, the supreme au- 
thority in civilized life, the sure, unruffled, unflinching guardian of 
all that is under her care. 

Such authority as Athene wielded might even be conceived of as 
extending beyond private hearth and city hearth to the whole world 
and to the universe itself. As a mother weaves her children s clothes, 
Neit in Egypt wove the warp and woof of the world's fabric. The 
Fates (the Teutonic Norns) occupied their time in spinning. The 
threads they span and cut were the threads not of garments, but of 


As mate, mother, provider for the household through industry, 
and guardian of home and community hearths, the woman sang at 
the altar to invoke the universal life for the protection of lives under 
her care. So she was, by necessity of her motherhood, a musician. 
In every country of the ancient world, divine symbols represented 
women in their role as dancers, instrumental players, and especially 
as singers. 

The dance had many feminine and few masculine impersonations. 
All nymphs, fairies, and forest mothers danced. In India the Apsaras 
were in perpetual motion. In Greece the Horae danced to mark the 
march of time. The Charites, the Horae, and the Graces — symbols of 
the bloom of youth — amoved with measmed steps under their own 
leader, Thalia. The Greeks portrayed religious dance as a matron. 
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In Crete the great Mother Rhea * ‘invented” the steps that made the 
Cretan youth famous for centuries. In Egypt, Hat-hor was goddess 
of the moon and goddess of the dance. 

Musical instruments were often the property of spirits and god- 
desses. A certain type of drum was sacred only to Sarasvati, giver 
of speech and music to humanity, but various types of drums, tam- 
bourines, and cymbals belonged to the company of deified musi- 
cians. The Bacchae always carried them, and Cybele, the AU-Beget- 
ting Mother, beat a drum to mark the rhythm of life. Flutes were 
also played by the Bacchae and by many others. A legend tells that 
Athene invented the instrument that blew the breath of life. To Isis 
was attributed the invention of the sistrum, a glorified type of rattle. 
Lyres and harps of different t 5 ^es were associated with supernatural 
musicians, especially Artemis. In Persia the spirit of the harp was 
personified by Azada, whose music echoed the harmony of the 
spheres. (See Plate 46.) 

Singing was the genius of goddesses. Each separate step in the 
making of magic song became deified. The wail, the cry of joy, the 
imitation of natural sounds all had feminine impersonation. Every 
type of song — ^incantation, epic, lament — ^had a special feminine 
spirit. 

As a result of its constant use upon occasions of birth and rebirth, 
the wail received impersonation. Little figures of clay or marble, 
representing women as wailers and weepers, have been found in the 
graves and on the sarcophagi of many peoples. When her son Ruadan 
was bom, the Celtic goddess Anu gave Ae first wail ever heard in 
Ireland. Ishtar wailed “like a woman in travail” in her effort to bring 
about the return of creative energy to the sleeping earth. Isis in- 
vented the wail and taught it to the women of her country as a 
magical device to bring about birth. The Great Wailer herself, ac- 
companied by Nephthys, her sister, the Less Wailer; Neget, a god- 
dess known as the crier; Neit and Nut, two of the Great Mothers; 
Selket, protectress of the dead; and two lesser deities, Ibwet and 
Tayet, stood in the temple of Hat-hor at Denderah in the room con- 
secrated to lamentations, ready to wail the image of Osiris back to 
hfe. 

Wail songs, or laments, were composed by many supernatural 
women. All nymphs, forest mothers, and other semidivine creatures 
sang laments. The sirens, as playmates of Persephone, goddess of 
death, personified death lamentations — ^incantations to bring about 
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rebirtib. But whenever sirens appeared upon tombstones, they were 
depicted as both lamenting and rejoicing. In the earliest times they 
assumed the form of bird-women, and as such may be relatives of 
Sirin and Alkon6st, the two Russian bird-women from whom came 
all laments and songs of joy. (See Plate 47.) 

A link between fantastical bird-women and real women singers is 
the common myth of women turning into birds. In Greece there 
were two such legends. In one, Aedon killed her son by mistake and 
prayed to be turned into a bird. ^‘Daughter of Pandareus, the brown 
bright nightingale,” wrote the poet, ‘'pours forth her full-voiced 
music, bewailing her child.” ® In the other myth, two sisters are turned 
into birds and bemoan their sorrows. Philomela became a swallow 
and Procne a nightingale. (Ovid twisted the names— probably on 
purpose, as Philomela is the prettier sound. ) Both bird-sisters la- 
ment. Pausanias, always interested in the origin of myths, explained: 
‘Tlie tradition of the change into the nightingale and swallow is, I 
think, because these birds have a melancholy song like a lament.” ® 
The significance of Pausanias^ interpretation is that neither he nor 
anyone else, apparently, thought it odd for a woman to be identified 
with a songbird when in reality only male birds sing. 

The same association is found in Lithuania, where the verb “to 
cuckoo” signifies “to lament” and where the cuckoo is nearly always 
compared to a woman. The reason this identification did not seem 
incongruous is undoubtedly because the association of women with 
the singing of laments was so strong that the sex of the bird dwindled 
into unimportance. All mother-goddesses, too, sang the laments and 
the songs of rejoicing. In Egypt, Isis and her sister Nephthys com- 
posed the laments that became the models for both informal and 
formal dirges. In other countries the name of the mother is men- 
tioned in the lament as the one who is mourning and rejoicing. 

Other types of incantations — ^those for achieving any purpose— 
often assumed human guise. The singing Sirens, for example, could 
influence the behavior of people, animals, and even natural phe- 
nomena. They could inspire some men to great and noble deeds; 
they could lure others from their chosen pursuits and chain them 
fast. Only the Great Mothers surpassed them in the art of making 
incantations. Nearly every one had a subtitle such as “Lady of In- 
cantations.” 

In the mythology of ancient Rome, the Carmentes were pesonifi- 
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cations o£ tiie fortune or luck of the mother in childbirth, but they 
were also projections of the incantations made by midwives, whose 
chief means of assistance at childbirth was music. The Carmentes 
got their name from the word carmen, meaning a charm, and in- 
cantation or song. Carmen is derived from the name of a real person, 
Carmenta or Nicostrata, an ancient poetess of Latium, who is said 
to have introduced religion, poetry, and agriculture. She seems to 
have been a prophetess, bard, and cult heroine. To us the translation 
of carmen is more familiar as "song’^ than as "magic formula for aid 
in childbirth.” The shift from the original specific meaning to the 
more generic one must have resulted from the innumerable incanta- 
tions or songs made through the ages by women for aid in child- 
birth. 

Not only each separate department of music had a special god- 
dess, but the art itself was generally given a feminine impersonation. 
As we have already seen, some of the very ancient goddesses com- 
bined music with their other life-giving functions. Hat-hor, Bastet, 
Sarasvati, Bharati, Innanna, Artemis, and the Muses were all identi- 
fied with singing and dancing and the playing of certain instnunents. 

The Muses, at first only three in number, had names that indicated 
their business. One was called Invention, or She Who Invents the 
Words and Musical Phrases. Another was known simply as Song, or 
The One Who Sings. The third Muse answered to Memory, or She 
Who Remembers, an important quality in an age when song and 
story were passed orally from singer to singer. This one inherited her 
name, her faculty, and her function from her mother, Mnemosyne. 
One very old set of their names was Nete, Mese, and Hypate. These 
also signify the low, middle, and high tones in the Greek system of 
scales. Such designations would not have been associated with fem- 
inine spirits if an identity with music had not been intended. In the 
oldest depictions of the Muses, they stand with a woman leader, 
sometimes Mnemosyne, sometimes Athene, sometimes an unknown 
figure — ^possibly Artemis. Throughout their long history the Muses, 
from whose very name the word music is derived, kept their musical 
authority. Around Zeus's altar they alone chanted the epic of the 
world s origin. Thamyris, the bard, was struck blind for daring to 
challenge Aem in song. Even after Apollo had acquired the title 
"God of Music,” he rarely dared appear without their encircling sup- 
port 
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Taking the mnsic deities from many ancient countries as a whole, 
we can thus reconstruct a complete hierarchy of women whose 
prestige and authority survives to the present day in painting and in 
literature. Chief among them were the Great Mothers. They were 
surroimded by specialized deities of lesser rank. Then came groups 
like the Bacchae — ^the mothers who brought Dionysos to birth — 
various grades of Forest Mothers, Heroines, Nymphs, Seasons, Hours, 
Nereids, Graces, Apsaras, Gift-bringers of Plenty such as the Char- 
ites, Fates, Sirens, other bird-women, even witches. These creatures 
were eternally dancing, playing instruments, and singing. When 
male spirits are found in their ranks, they come as consorts. The 
Gandharvas, a group of Indian spirits, were husbands of the beauti- 
ful dancing Apsaras. 

When and where the first of these spirits of women’s music was 
projected is a mystery. Many of them appear as fully developed and 
powerful musicians in the earliest strata of hterature. In India, there 
were Sarasvati and Bharati; in Egypt, Bastet and Hat-hor; in Sumer, 
Innanna. In Greece, the Muses belong to the oldest company — Ar- 
temis, too, has been traced to the most ancient times. With various 
attributes, she was widely worshiped long before her so-called 
brother Apollo entered the scene and usurped her authority in 
music. (See Plate 49.) 

In the beginning, these oldest goddesses undoubtedly reflected the 
musical activities of real women. In later times, when primitive 
naivetd gave way to sophistication and to what is called learning, 
they often became glorified into abstractions. The Muses, their num- 
ber augmented to three times three, came to represent wisdom and 
knowledge. Terpsichore, She who Loves to Dance, became the ab- 
stract choral dance. Calliope, the One who Loves to Sing, became 
abstract epic poetry; Euterpe became lyric poetry; Melpomene, 
tragedy; Erate, erotic poetry; Klio, the storyteller became history; 
and Urania, from She who Dwells in the Heavens, meaning the moon 
and the stars, became astronomy. From images of the waxing, full, 
and waning moon, Artemis, with Selene, Hekate, and the dancing 
nymphs became the symbols of harmony and order in the universe. 
Anahita, Aphrodite, and Venus, from being personifications of sexual 
love became symbols of life — and symbols of music. 

From the historical point of view, the music goddesses as abstrac- 
tions, although very grand and noble figures, have tended to obscure 
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rather than to fortify the former association of women with music. It 
requires a mental effort to accept an image such as Urania, muse of 
astronomy. In our culture, women astronomers are too rare to warrant 
their idealization. But Urania as She who Dwells in the Heavens is 
readily comprehensible to anyone. It is less diiEcult to accept the 
Great Mother, creatrix and ruler, because in everyone^s experience, 
there is somewhere a mother giving birth and managing a baby. But 
if we can recognize a real woman in a divine Mother, why can we not 
recognize a real musician in a divine Music-Maker? Only because, in 
our culture, women have not so distinguished themselves. Without 
being oversubhmated, Calliope, the One who Loves to Sing, and Klio, 
the One who TeUs Stories, are obvious enough as reflections of real- 
ity. To them and others of their kind we must turn for an understand- 
ing of the woman-musician’s past. Divested of vague and visionary 
attributes, the goddess-musicians are historical evidence, revealing 
real musicians of high creative intelligence and power. 

6 . 

A woman, by reason of her sex, is mate and mother, and in per- 
forming her functions as such evolves naturally into worker, com- 
munity manager, and musician. But even so, she must remain a 
human soul, free, unenthralled to sex, an individual self, which is 
a single expression of humanity. This idea of the freedom of the self 
in womanhood was very precious to women of ancient times, over- 
burdened, as they tended to be, by work and maternity. The deter- 
mination to keep some freedom is expressed in the secret societies, 
among women everywhere, for whose rites women escape from 
children and household to the hills. 

The supreme example among goddesses of this ideal of free self- 
hood is Artemis. She represents at once the creative individual who 
meets life with a proud, positive attitude and the creative freedom of 
collective womanhood. Artemis, the Maid, had no mate; she was not 
a mother, and remained forever “virgin,” that is, herself, reflecting 
the value placed by the ancients on womanhood as an independent 
spiritual power. Coming from societies in which women predom- 
inated in rehgious and musical life, and in which men musicians 
admitted their debt to women by wearing feminine costumes, 
Artemis carried the lyre, an old moon-cult female symbol. Until late 
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in Greek history, Artemis Hegemonia (leader) or Artemis Hymnia 
accompanied the lyre-playing Apollo, who dressed and wore his 
hair like his mother, Leto, or his great sister. ( See Plate 50. ) 

Artemis as the protector of all young things and guardian of wild 
life was the protector also of women against the too insistent de- 
mands of Aphrodite — of sex and childbearing. She was woman, free, 
fleet of foot, strong of limb, serene of soul, woman as a creature of 
nature, forever untamed, able to slip out of the grasp of any man 
and take herself on her swift feet to the hills. Nothing could bind her. 
In many Greek representations of her she stands with her robe girt 
up and her hair bound for swift movement, with a hind, symbol of 
aU fleet-footed wild life, at her side, and bow and arrows in her hand, 
ready to shoot a dart at anyone who would stop her. 

Today Artemis is often misrepresented as the goddess of chastity 
— Si sterile title indeed for the great moon spirit. When Sappho sang 
about herself, "T am forever virgin,” she knew that Artemis was in- 
tegrity, the self; the part of the individual soul that must preserve 
its independence or perish. And as such she received the sacrifices 
of many women of Sappho’s age. Among the most inspiring of these 
votive offerings is the small ivory figurine of the triple moon goddess 
holding the torch of life for the lovely dancing Daughters of the 
Moon. (See frontispiece.) 

7 . 

Mate, mother, worker, communal guardian, musician, and free 
soul — such was woman’s picture of herself in the thousands of years 
in which she worked out her own idealizations of her own functions 
and sang freely at altars of her own building to the great goddesses 
and their hosts of spirit attendants. Mirrors of woman in her different 
natures, avatars of the strength that can alter — as the moon alters — 
and yet preserve the feminine core,® they also symbolized life in 
its many manifestations. What the natural woman was, what she did, 
became the highest object of rehgious devotion, and so idealized and 
imiversalized, became an ever revered inspiration to effort and in- 
vention. 

Before these spirits, the holy hymn of an ancient faith was 
chanted. Worshiping nature’s rhythmic laws and striving to keep in 
touch with the life force, which is beyond human comprehension, 
men and women set a spiritual value on woman’s natural way. Men 
and women both lived according to the principle that woman is 



ARTEMIS 


123 

creative in body and spirit. In the independence and originality 
of the spirit of collective womanhood, which was and remains the 
glory of primitive religion, a woman may have faith and courage 
— and the heart — ^to sing. When Artemis strikes her lyre, she sings 
no man s composition, and lifts her eyes to no mans heaven. She 
sings for herself, out of the deepest truths she knows as a woman, in 
the reassuring and lovely splendor of the moon at its full. 










THE TWILIGHT OF THE GODDESS 


1 . 

4 

jlJLBOVT 500 B.c. there fell on these hopeful civilizations of our 
earth a kind of creeping blight. It did not come all at once, but 
slowly in a change here and a change there that may have seemed 
at first a great improvement in the organization of Life or a correction 
of a local abuse. Indeed, the Chinese, who went further than any 
other people in carrying out the new ideas, say fiatly that real civ- 
ilization began at the moment when men determined to know who 
their own children were and to assume responsibility for their care 
and education. This was, indeed, a change for the better — or might 
have been for the better if more intelligence had been shown in car- 
rying it out. 

But the men, in taking over, did it crudely. Their idea of making 
sure that their children were their ovm was to shut the women up 
from the moment they could bear a child, out of sight and hearing 
and contact with any man but a predestined father. In China they 
achieved this in the end by so crippling the women that they could 
not move beyond their own homes and courtyards unless they were 
carried. The long slow process of foot-binding began in childhood 
and continued through years and years of torture. At puberty, 
shame and fear descended on the girl, for now she was really a 
menace to society. She must be watched with all eyes and barred 
with all bars. 

How different from the customs of the mothers, even among very 
primitive tribes, with their incantations to the moon, their holy 
baths, torch races, songs, dances, and flowers! Primitive mothers 
sometimes put the girls through very trying ordeals. But behind 
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these ordeals is the grand sense of destiny, the taking up of the 
women’s burden with pride and congratulation, the initiation into 
the sense of oneness with all birth and being. 

The new attitudes were formulated in the hard, clean-cut maxims 
of Confucius, which became the oflBcial religion of China and the 
foundation of its education. Confucius was a wise man. But he was 
also the world’s worst prude. He thought it immoral for a man’s coat 
and a woman s dress to hang side by side on pegs on a wall. No won- 
der that Mme Sun Yat-sen, the great wife of the great leader of 
modern China, says that if China is to Uve, Confucianism must go. 
Yet even in China there are indications of an earher and better day, 
astonishing to one who knows the pruderies of Chinese life even now 
wherever it is not yet touched by the spirit of such women ^.s Mme 
Sun Yat-sen. 

What life in China was Hke just before Confucius became its law- 
giver one may guess from the lays of Che-king, which Confucius 
edited. These lays represent the ancient customs of country people. 
As among primitive people today, the men and women were like 
two separate tribes and had each their ovm functions and collective 
activities. The men were farmers, the women weavers, having 
learned the art of raising silk worms from the v^fe of Huang-ti. This 
separation is indicated in a Chinese legend in which two stellar 
deities represent the female weaver and the male ox driver. Between 
them spreads the milky way, the Celestial River. 

But according to the legend, this Celestial River could be crossed 
once a year. So, also, the peasant girls and boys had a spring festi- 
val to relieve the hard, monotonous toil of daily life and to awaken 
in them the joy of living. In the province of Honan they used to 
have a celebration that was very diflFerent from anything allowed 
well-brought-up Chinese girls after Confucius reformed China for 
the benefit of men. 

This great seasonal celebration was the time for social intercourse 
and the sanctioned hour for the young people to meet and mate. At 
the spring rites the girls first bathed in the life-giving river, then ex- 
changed flowers with the boys and played games that suggested the 
flight of birds as they pursue each other seeking a mate. The boys 
and the girls challenged each other in song, the girls drawing from 
their own experience as they gave the invitation. Since they were 
accustomed to weave both plain and flowered material, they sang: 
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“In a flowered skirt, in a plain sldrt — 

In a flowered robe, in a plain robe — 

“Come, sirs! Come sirs! 

Take me in the chariot to your home!"" ^ 

The boys prepared their own mind for courtship by suggesting 
that spring was in the air: 

“Withered leaves, withered leaves, 

The wind comes to blow upon you.'’ 

The girls expressed their longing: 

“Until I have seen my lord — 

My restless heart, ah, how it beats — 

But as soon as I am united to him. 

Then my heart will be at peace.” ^ 

The two groups danced and sang in antiphonal choruses, each group 
having its own leader and each group bringing to the festival its 
own musical contribution. 

In this primitive festival, the origin of the symbolic sacred mar- 
riage of so many ancient societies is suggested. What was at first 
in the childhood of humanity a natural way to sanction sex inter- 
comse became dignified in many ancient societies into a formal re- 
ligious ceremony performed as a symbolic act by kings and queens 
to bring health and wealth to their people. 

2 . 

While China was thus “civilizing” itself, by repressing womens 
rites and music, a great change had already come over India. As we 
have seen, the early Aryan people there had worshiped a trinity of 
great goddesses — Sarasvati, Bharati, and Ila — ^who symbolized wom- 
en’s participation in both the religious rite and in music. At first the 
Aryan conquerors had held women in high esteem, and women had 
performed the sacrifices at the altars and had sung their hymns. It 
may be that the tendency to lock women up was intensified by the 
rabid color prejudices of the Aryans, who were determined not to 
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mingle dieir blood with the darker native race, a prejudice that also 
created the great evils of the caste system. However this may be, 
Indian women fell tmder the blight of a pecuharly fanatical male fear 
of their sex. 

Even before the spirit of Confucius froze down upon the early 
naturalness and joy of China, an old pedant named Manu in India 
had decided to put the singing women in their place and let man 
take over and perform the sacrifices, including those that women 
had invented out of their own intimate and unique faith as child- 
bearers and life bearers. Manu’s regulations said, among other 
things: '"No act is to be done according to her own will by a young 
girl, a young woman, or even by an old woman, though in their own 
houses. In her childhood, a girl should be under the will her father; 
in her youth, of her husband; her husband being dead, of her sons; 
a woman should never enjoy her own will. . . . Though of bad 
conduct or debauched, or even devoid of good qualities, a husband 
must always be worshiped hke a god by a good wife.'* ^ This attempt 
to silence women was followed by a resolve to curse her very nature. 
Manu insisted upon woman^s intrinsic wickedness. She was spiritu- 
ally inferior to man — identified with the Sudra, the lowest order of 
life, akin to brute beasts. She must not participate in rehgious cere- 
monies, she must not study the sacred books, she must not even hear 
them read. Manu announced: ‘‘No religious ceremony for women 
should be accompanied by mantras (except marriage) — with these 
words the rule of right is fixed; for women being weak creatures and 
having no share in the mantras, are falsehood itself. So stands the 
law.”^ 

Among the Brahmans, then, women ceased to function as a be- 
neficent power. Although some of the goddesses survived in Hindu 
theology, woman as a living creature became associated with in- 
significance and even with evil. She existed merely to serve her 
husband and to bear the son who alone could open for the father 
the door of eternal life. Her marriage meant not a fulfillment of her 
individuality, but a sacrifice of herself even to the point of ending 
her own life when her lord died. This absorption of her personality 
into another s was reflected in a famous epic sung by women while 
grinding com at the hand miU. Innumerable verses describe how 
Basti Singh s wife was wooed by a dishonorable brother-in-law who 
had murdered her husband; how the wife pretended to submit in 
order to ensure a proper burial for her husband; how, when she saw 
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his corpse, her purity ignited the funeral pyre and burned not only 
the dead body but herself as well. 

Manu’s law for women resulted in the erection of a barrier be- 
tween women and music entirely different from the taboos existing 
in the primitive tribes. There the barriers consist of local taboos upon 
special activities and almost never a denial of ability. Manu’s barrier 
was different, too, from the limitations placed upon women by the 
In Egypt, woman and her goddess were always regarded 
as a dynamic and a beneficent influence, indispensable to the com- 
mon weal. But the Brahmans established a theory that woman was 
not merely insignificant in the scheme of life but was actually a 
malignant force. Here was the sinister threat to self-reverence, to 
dignity, and to integrity of spirit. Here was a body blow to the prin- 
ciple that feminine mges are a dynamic power for advancing civi- 
hzation. This took away from women the expectation that they 
would collectively develop their confidence in their powers and in 
their importance as a beneficent influence on humanity, backed by a 
sincere and universal respect by men for them as such. No one with 
such a handicap can become a creative musician. 

5 . 

The threat to women musicians gathered tremendous momentum 
in the religious ideas of the Jews. Their history, as it concerns the 
relation of women to the life of the spirit, is strikingly similar to that 
of the Brahmans. 

The Jews of the Biblical age had inherited some of their beliefs 
from the ancient Sumerians, who were worshipers of moon deities 
and especially of Ishtar and her son Tammuz. Other ideas and cus- 
toms came to the Jews from the Hittites, also a goddess-worshiping 
people who identified Ishtar with the sun. StiU o4er traditions camp. 
from the nomad tribes who wandered with their flocks and herds 
around the Arabian desert, slowly drifting into Palestine. In the very 
early days of this migration— about 3000 b.c. — ^the god of the He- 
brews was Yahveh. Like so many other deities of that period, Yahveh 
was man-woman together. In some tribes he was male with a wife 
called Anat. 

The women of these tribes displayed a strength that coirresponded 
to the woman power represented in the male-female deity. In the 
oldest part of the Bible, women appear as chieftains, judges, and 
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magicians. Deborah was a prophetess and a judge in Israel. She 
also possessed magic powers, as Barak well knew. When Deborah 
commanded the warrior to go against Sisera, the Canaanite, Barak 
refused to go unless she went with him and lent hina the authority of 
her presence. The oldest existing fragment of Hebrew Hterature tells 
of the murder of the enemy of Jael and finally of Deborah s song of 
triumph- 

"Hear, O ye kings; give ear, O ye princes; 

I, even I, will sing imto the Lord: 

I will sing praise to the Lord God of Israel. ^ 

Although the whole hymn is clearly Deborah’s, there are some verses 
that seem to have been chanted antiphonally. Possibly Deborah led 
her rejoicing women and Barak led his warriors: 

^Awake, awake, Deborah, awake, awake, utter a songl 
To which the reply is: 

^Arise, Barak, and lead thy captivity captive.” 

And one chorus sang: 

“At her feet he bowed, he fell, he lay down.” 

Answered by the other: 

"Where he bowed, there he fell down dead.” * 

The chorus was a medium through which the patriotism of the 
entire tribe could flow. As long as the Jews continued to be a nation 
of warriors, women were expected to rejoice over victories collect- 
ively with their own leaders. When Moses and Aaron led the He- 
brews out of Egypt and when the hosts of Pharaoh were drowned in 
the Red Sea, their sister Miriam, as prophetess and leader of the 
women, “took a timbrel in her hand; and all the women went out 
after her with timbrels and with dances.” ^ And Miriam sang in 
triumph antiphonal response to the chorus of Moses and his men. 
“Sing ye to the Lord, for he hath triumphed gloriously; the horse 
and his rider hath he thrown into the sea.” ® 
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Years after Miriam we find Judith, with courage and craft, seduc- 
ing and slaying Holofemes, captain of the invading Assyrians. On 
her return, and after the defeat of the enemy, all the women of 
Israel, in gratitude and thanksgiving, ran together to see Judith 
“and bless her, and made a dance among them for her . . . and she 
went before all the people in the dance, leading all the women: and 
ah the men of Israel followed in their armour with garlands, and with 
songs in their mouths. . . . Then Judith began to sing this thanks- 
giving in all Israel, and aU the people sang after her this song of 
praise. And Judith said. Begin unto my God with timbrels, sing unto 
my Lord with cymbals: tune unto him a new psalm: exalt hi^ and 
call upon his name.” ^ 

Womens and girls’ choruses are mentioned all through the Old 
Testament. Girl choirs, organized for the antiphonal singing of 
Psalms — such as Psahn 9 — ^performed at public festivals. In this con- 
nection, the three daughters of a certain Levite priest are mentioned 
as being excellent musicians. Under King Solomon, an enthusiastic 
lover of music, the girl choirs performed in his second temple and 
also in his court orchestra. “I gat me men singers and women singers, 
and the dehghts of the sons of men as musical instruments, and that 
of all sorts.” 

Like all other women of ancient times, Jewish women partici- 
pated, as a matter of course, in religious ceremonies and in formal 
secular music. They also carried on their ancient rituals common to 
women the world over. WaiHng to bring the rebirth was expected 
of them. The prophet Jeremiah called for the mourning women that 
they might come with their cunning and their knowledge. Some- 
times to make their wailing more effective, they sat on drums — 
symbols of the rhythm of Iffe. Dancing and singing, these natural 
musicians were creating, as they still are today, beautiful songs for 
christenings and weddings, for work and for play. 

But as it was with the Brahmans, so with the Jews. Men s superior 
physical strength, necessarily emphasized and developed for aggres- 
sive warfare, began to dominate in the life of the spirit. Women 
gradually lost their prestige and authority. As the years passed, bar- 
riers between women and the aflBrmation of womanhood became 
firmly established. The ark — always like a ship, a symbol of the 
womb — ^remained the holy of holies for the Israehtes, but it was 
guarded by men only. Women, excluded from the priesthood, were 
forbidden to enter the inner temple. The girl choirs did not sing 
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in the most sacred place. Eventually, women became associated with 
spiritual inferiority and even with a definitely evil influence. In 
men s invention of the story of creation, the female was represented 
as having done humanity a gross disservice. Theologians could not 
deny that Eve possessed the secret of life and that Adam learned 
it only by receiving the apple (or pomegranate) — symbol of life 
and haowledge — ^from her. But they satisfied their craving for su- 
periority by ordaining that Eve, instead of being reverenced for her 
power, should be humiliated for her audacity. Jewish men, to this 
day, thank God in public prayer that they are not born women. 

No feminine attributes were mirrored in Jehovah, the fierce war- 
rior God, who guaranteed never to change the rhythm of life. The 
numerous passages in the Bible alluding to Jehovah’s unchanging 
character refer to the difference between him and the mother-god- 
desses of the moon cults, whose energy waxed and waned like that 
of the moon. The ancient practice of lamenting yearly for Tammuz, 
son of Ishtar, was branded as heresy. No wailing, no rejoicing with 
the Great Mother was to be tolerated. Much of Old Testament his- 
tory deals -with the struggles of the grim followers of the male war- 
rior god Yahweh to keep their people from straying off to the more 
attractive altars of the kindlier feminine deities. There is no god but 
Yahweh, they said. All other idealizations of Hfe, all personifications 
of the life force, were to be barred. If one could not lift one’s soul 
in faith and adoration to this harsh, unforgiving, unchanging male, 
the soul must die. ‘‘For I the Lord thy God am a jealous God” — ^so 
spoke God to man and man to woman. 

When women s rites did survive in formal religious ceremonies, 
men directed them. A good example is the rite of reintegration 
into normal life after the great experience of chil(;lbirth. Instead 
of being celebrated by women alone, as it always was among primi- 
tive people, it passed into the hands of men. The mother required 
“purification” by a priest. 

Exclusion from the inteUectual life of their times, exclusion from 
the spiritual life of men, identification with the unwanted, the un- 
desirable, and the inferior, aU contributed to the establishment of a 
diametrically opposed relation of men to music and of women to 
music. 

Men had, in the male god, a symbol of their own sex; they had 
oflBcials to perform their rites. They had, furthermore, the sanction 
of the group to regard their own activities, rites, and modes of ex- 
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pression as the proper expression for all the community. Women s 
divine images were banished with fire and sword, and women's 
rites revised or distorted into worship of the male god as the only 
God. 

So Je’wish men became the group expected to create the national 
literature and music. Jewish women did not lose their inherent 
power to express emotions in the language of music; but they were 
gradually excluded from the group preferred to make the important 
music of their times. Women's songs of joy and songs of sorrow 
ceased to have value for the religious leaders, ceased to be inscribed 
in the national annals. These leaders even said that for a woman to 
be seen with her hair uncovered was a disgrace, for a woman to sing 
verged on unchastity, and that the very hearing of a womans voice 
was indecent. 

Beginning with Ezekiel (26:113), the prophets warned women; 
"And I will cause the noise of thy songs to cease; and the sound of 
thy harps shall be no more heard.” And for many centuries the 
rabbis held to this murderous attitude. "Music in a house must bring 
that house to destruction.” As a consequence of such ideas, the 
artist singer did not perform solo songs in public from about 300 b.c. 
until long after 100 a.d., nor did the association of the natural 
strength and beauty of womens voices with seduction and lust lose 
force for many more centuries. 

The fact that Jevdsh women had reached this low estate at the 
time of the birth of Christian culture has a direct bearing upon the 
relation of women to the music of our times. St. Paul, the first great 
doctrinaire of the early Christians, saw through Jewish eyes the 
immediate solution to many of the social problems of his times. It 
was largely Paul who took the lead in transmitting the prejudices 
of the ancient Jews toward women to the Christian world then in 
the making. 

4 . 

In Greece the revolution was slow. Up until about 200 b.c. 
some women were attending the old colleges for priestesses and 
some were even organizing new colleges for the, study of philosophy 
and music. Nevertheless, by about 400 b.c. Greek women were feel- 
ing the strong impact of male aggression in the institution of the 
state. School, church, art center, amusement place, and forum be- 
came integrated imder one control, wholly masculine. Men culti- 
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vated a sex solidarity and favored men teachers, men religious 
oflBcials, men artists, men dramatists and actors. 

As a part of this usurpation of authority, men attempted to take 
over the art of healing, which like magic and music had always been, 
and is still subconsciously, regarded as an evidence of supernatural 
power. An Athenian decree, for example, forbade women to func- 
tion as midwives. Since it was the prerogative of upper-class obste- 
tricians to sing the hymn of exorcism that banished evil spirits from 
the presence of the mother and the newborn child, the decree, as far 
as it was observed, erected a barrier between women and an age-old 
incentive for the composition of incantations. Men were success- 
ful, too, in dominating the formal religious ceremony. Priests often 
took the place of priestesses and led the thiasos or congregation of 
women. Men took over the women s religious rites, gradually be- 
littled the power of the mother-goddess, and altered the character 
of the rites to suit their own needs. They took over the training of 
the girl choirs and the task of composing music for the choirs to 
sing. We can see this shift, this transition going on; men taking over 
womens rites at jfirst dressed like women. For example, at the great 
Pyanepsia, a food festival or bean feast in which the participants 
ate a common meal out of a common pot, the men porters dressed 
as women. 

With the taking over of religious festivals — always accompanied 
by the mimetic rite and music — men removed from women s control 
the activity that had been since time immemorial the principal in- 
centive for the development of musical imagination. Although 
women continued to practice rites and to sing religious music in 
organized choirs, their spiritual activity had but little significance 
for the group then in control. Even priests had lost some prestige, 
having defaidted in favor of philosophers and the now rising drama- 
tists. 

The most remarkable result of this taking over of the women s rites 
was the development, out of the choral dances of women^s bac- 
chantes at the festival of Dionysos, of the great art form of the Greek 
tragedy. The Greek tragedy is a choral drama built on the singing 
and dancing choruses of women. The collective reaction of these 
choral participants, their philosophical interpretations of each stage 
of the drama, and their invocations to the deities from time to time 
make the drama. The actual story of a Greek tragedy is slight. The 
participants are few and the whole is, from the point of view of 
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modem dramatic technique, rather static. A Greek drama represents 
what would be only the last act of a modem play. All the preliminary 
material, all the emotional build-up for the dramatic action, is pro- 
vided by the choruses. The subject matter is traditional and reli- 
gious, representing a sophisticated secularization of themes, moral 
and philosophical concepts and stories, some of which were of im- 
memorial antiquity in the women s rites, many of which had long 
before been given a finished art form in the women’s rituals of Crete. 

When men took over the whole basic material of the women’s fes- 
tivals, they made some remarkable changes. In the first place, they 
transformed them from rehgious rituals into great popular shows, 
performed not in the sacred place but on a large stadium. In the sec- 
ond place, they took them entirely out of women’s hands, even 
though to do this, numbers of men performers had to dress as 
women, to cultivate women’s voices and women’s ways, and to sacri- 
fice their own virile attributes to a silly feminization of their per- 
sonalities. Men impersonated the women characters; only men and 
boys sang in the dramatic choruses. Outside of Athens, in small 
country communities, women may have participated, but in Athens 
they possibly did not even attend the performance. 

In the third place, the writing of plays and preparations of 
choruses was thrown open to competition, from which the social se- 
clusion and educational limitations imposed on Athenian women 
naturally barred them. Hundreds of men playsvrights, artists,^ per- 
formers competed in putting on plays. The best were selected by the 
state and given a great public performance. Here, in the public per- 
formance before huge masses of nonparticipating spectators and in 
the intense competition in technical performance, is the characteris- 
tic form of much of modern musical and artistic production. It is in 
every respect a contrast to the original women’s rituals on which 
Greek tragedy is based, performed often in secret, by women, in the 
sincere religious outpouring of feeling. 

The fourth change the men made when they turned women’s 
choral dances into tragedy is the most remarkable. As has been so 
often said, it was characteristic of women’s sense of pain and sorrow 
that, while they made the most of it artistically with weeping and 
wailing, there is also implicit in every woman’s ceremony the idea of 
rebirth. This, from time immemorial, had been the faith of women, 
the essence of their ovm observation of other Kving creatures. 

The men who took over the choruses and gave them grandeur. 
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substance, and a land of soKd dignity had no perception whatever of 
the woman’s faith, because they did not have the unique experience 
on which it is founded— the monthly cycle, pregnancy, and the su- 
preme agony and tiiumph of childbirth. They saw the emotional 
efiEect of the wad songs and wished to keep it. They devoted a great 
deal of sound masculine logic to explaining the psychological value 
of a bath in sorrow. It was, said Aristotle, a form of emotional puri- 
fication, a purgation of the two great fundamental emotions of terror 
and pity — terror of one’s own fate, pity for that of others. But these 
men, for all their able and earnest efforts, missed the vital point in 
the women’s sorrow — the hope and the intention of invoking the re- 
birth. There is no rebirth in Greek tragedy. There is really very little 
faith. Substantial, sohd, and somber, the story moves to its climax in 
death or destruction. 

All that remains in the handling by Greek tragic poets of the ma- 
terial they borrowed from the women’s rites is the nobility of the 
womens characters. Many heroines appear in the dramas. Women 
characters in the great Greek plays are as numerous, as noble, and as 
intelligent as the men. They reflect the former power of the principle 
that female energy is creative and the traditional respect accorded it 
by the men and women of earlier times. Women s spiritual influence 
was still recent enough to be a suitable topic for the state players, 
but women themselves were excluded from this development of 
their ancient rites. 

Sensitive men, who saw what was happening, felt that the stilling 
of women’s voices might be the end of the true life of Greece. And so 
it actually proved. For after the great age of drama and art, which 
was the &st flowering of men’s taking over of women’s rites, there 
was but little more inspiration. Emripides thought the women should 
not allow this usurpation. He even protested against the physical 
enforcement of chastity. It is deadly, he said, *To hold maids pure 
perforce.” 

"In them it hes, in their own hearts; no bawdy throng can soil the 
soul of her who knows no wrong!” 

He implied in The Bacchae that they might rise in their might and 
take back what was their own. One of the leaders of his rebelling 
Bacchantes sings: 


"With fierce }oy I rejoice, 
Child of a savage shore; 
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For the chains of my prison are broken, amid the dread 
where I cowered of yorel” 

And he represents the maidens as singing their lament and their pro- 
test for what men have done to the great inheritance of Greece. The 
women who have broken the chains with which men are trying to 
bind them sing as they fly ahead of pursuing men and hounds: 

‘Will they ever come to me, ever again. 

The long long dances. 

On through the dark till the dim stars wane? 

Shall I feel the dew on my throat, and the stream 

Of wind in my hair? Shall our white feet gleam 
In the dim expanses?” 

5 . 

As exemplified by the Chinese, Hindus, Jews, and Greeks — ^four 
widely separated peoples of the ancient world — ^women s authority 
for music making waned at the same time that it weakened for em- 
phasizing her special way of life. 

The primitive beHef that woman^s power to bring life was at least 
as strong as man’s gave way to an illogical exaggeration of man’s 
authority. A new theory was persuasively expressed by Aristotle to 
the effect that only men transmitted the spark of life and that 
women were merely incubators carrying the male seed. “The Father 
alone is Creator; the Mother is but the Nurse.” He even taught 
that woman was man in arrested development — a deficit of nature. 

But in biological truth, it is the male who is the deficit. In the dis- 
tribution of the great gift of life and life-giving, nature discriminates 
against man in denying to him the high sense of destiny, the heroic 
struggle of flesh and blood, the triumphant wresting of the new life 
out of pain, followed by the joy and harmonious happiness of holding 
the baby at the breast. Nothing in man’s hfe can touch the ennobling 
experience of bearing a child. For man, sex remains but a casual 
matter, unless he shares the woman’s responsibility for the offspring. 

Woman’s fundamental assumption for symbolic thinking has al- 
ways rested upon a faith in herself as a creative being, pre-eminently 
potent in the making of both children of the flesh and those of the 
imagination. Accordingly, if she could not create hfe and if she were 
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inferior to men in nature’s scheme, she had no purpose in performing 
rites which would enable her to transmit the strength of her sex to 
the community. Women collectively must have lost their primeval 
faith in their power to bring life or they would not have abandoned 
so many of their own religious ceremonies. ^ 

No one can deny that it was a great advance in civilization when 
men began to challenge women’s natmral monopoly of the higher 
values of sex, of the child, and of the home. There is no substitute for 
the permanent marriage tie or for a father s leadership over children. 
But when men, in their laudable deterniination to establish paternity 
and to know who their own children were, started shaming girls and 
locking them up at puberty and when men undertook to manage 
women’s secret rites for them, they trespassed on holy ground. 

This sin by men is poignantly expressed in a Persian myth about 
the beautiful Azada, Spirit of the Harp. As the favorite singer of 
Prince Bahram Gur, she often accompanied him to the hunt. One 
day, she taunted him for his cruelty to animals. He, riding his camel 
— symbol of unbridled male energy — turned upon her. In the vanity 
of his superior physical strength he killed her, though he loved her 
and needed her. 

In real life, men’s unbridled energy wounded women to the quick. 
For the mother-musician, singing naturally in rituals of her own 
making, out of the fullness of her own vital experience, they sub- 
stituted young boys, castrated males, and the courtesan. 

The whole romantic love life of Athenian upper-class male society 
was transferred to boys, dressed in imitation of girls and idealized 
by the immature son of Aphrodite — ^the little Cupid. One does not 
have to go up any dark alleys and by-ways of historical research to 
discover this. The refined homosexuality of the Greeks, coincident 
with the taking over by men of womens rituals, choruses, music, and 
dancing, is written large in the Dialogues of Plato. There one can see 
exactly how it functioned to the last social detail. And in some of 
Plato’s greatest passages on love and life, one can still feel it in all its 
decadence and utter ridiculousness. 

The castrati, whose singing was later utilized for many centuries 
in the services of the Christian Church, carried to an equally morbid 
extreme the attempt to turn men into women for the purpose of sing- 
ing religious music. As early as 1000 b.c. in Sumer, eunuchs known 
as “kali” substituted for priestesses. A result of this change in custom 
was that a god Lumha emerged as the patron musician of religious 
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song and replaced the earlier goddess, ‘‘Singer of the magic ritual 

Wherever women as childbearers have been locked up at puberty 
and kept out of male social lif^ the musical and highly educated 
courtesan has flourished. In Japan she became the geisha. In China 
she is the singsong girl, hostess of the gaily decorated floating res- 
taurants, the flower boats” on the great Chinese rivers. In Greece 
she was the hetaera. In the great age of Greece, when the men were 
taking over the long tradition of women’s musical rituals and stimu- 
lating them to their last magnificent flowering, Pericles’ social estab- 
lishment was managed by a famous hetaera, Aspasia. She entertained 
for him, made herself the center of musical, artistic, intellectual, and 
social life, and functioned socially as the wife of a statesman in Amer- 
ica might do today. 

In some respects the musical courtesan was the happiest survival 
of the free woman-musician of antiquity. She had a certain liberty, 
status, and inspiration to do well which women immured in homes 
completely lacked. As entertainers everywhere, and especially in the 
Orient, women retained and even developed a fine musical art of 
their own. But the courtesans were nevertibeless artificial creatures. 
For motherhood in its full honor and glory was denied them. Chil- 
dren, if they had them, had no status. They were borne furtively, 
concealed if possible, and were at best a hindrance and incon- 
venience to women who were entertainers and musicians. Beautiful 
as the singing courtesan s music might be, intelligently as she might 
serve as the transmitter of the social and cultural traditions of her 
race, she could never bring music to the highest point of her culture 
because she was denied a normal relation to life. 

It was only gradually that the serious consequences of women s 
altered value to civilization affected women musicians. Changes in 
rehgious and musical customs did not occur everywhere at the same 
time, nor did women suddenly lose their prestige in the rehgious 
ceremony. For a long time, also, even after the loss of their prestige, 
women continued to have a theoretical ritual function. With it went 
the right to participate actively in the sacrifices. This was because 
ritual generally hangs on long after the hierarchy which developed it 
has ceased to have influence. Women continued as priestesses in the 
temples but often under the leadership of men. Women continued 
to dance and to sing in groups and to play instruments but, more and 
more, men taught and led them. Women continued to hold hereditary 
oflSces but often were not trained suflBciently in current standards of 



142 MUSIC AND WOMEN 

musicianship to compete with men in creating new art forms. The 
lyric poetess appeared again in Rome, but the sources of her inspira- 
tion for creating new forms had by that time run dry. In both Greece 
and Rome, naturally talented girls who might have developed into 
creative artists settled down into being mere performers of men’s 
music, mere instruments for men to play upon. \ 

Finally, when the mother-musician became denuded of her mu- 
sical heritage, wedding songs and laments — always women’s greatest 
contribution to song — ^no longer appeared in the Hsts of new compo- 
sitions. And it is an undeniable fact that the quality of music was 
vitiated for several centuries until men developed another idiom from 
an entirely different inspiration. 


6 . 

Inevitably the question arises — ^why did so many people allow this 
spiritual mutilation of women to happen? As with all great religious 
and social upheavals, it was undoubtedly due to the converging in- 
fluence of a large number of factors — many of them imponderable — 
no one of which could have been determinative by itself, but which 
in juxtaposition were irresistible. 

One of the direct results of the revolution, and one which pro- 
foundly affected the relation of women to music, was the twilight of 
the goddess. 

When the lyric poetess was silenced, Orpheus usurped the power 
of the Sirens. Apollo assumed the leadership of the Muses and took 
the lyre from Artemis. ( See Plates 49 and 50. ) Zeus became the lord 
over Hera — she who had had a longer past than he and had always 
been an independent deity. The Father of the Gods even took upon 
himself the functions of a mother and after having swallowed, or ab- 
sorbed, a pregnant woman, gave birth to Athene from his forehead. 

Not only did many of the powerful old goddesses become sub- 
servient to the gods, but more than a few suffered degradation of 
character. Hera, for example, appeared in story after story as a quar- 
relsome and jealous wife instead of in her noble aspect as the reflec- 
tion of woman’s life span with its marked rhythm. Aphrodite, heiress 
of other older goddesses of sexual love and its higher values, once 
proudly displayed her natural body. In the later stages of Greek art 
she is depicted in an attitude of embarrassment and shame, trying to 
cover her female form with her hands. In the metamorphosis of Pan- 
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dora, feminine strength became diverted into a menacing weakness. 
Originally one of Greece’s great earth deities, giver of plenty and 
beneficence, she changed to a woman consumed with curiosity. With 
a child’s mentality, she opened a chest and let out trouble and evil. 

The Jews disposed of goddesses by simply ignoring them. Ishtar, 
one of those very powerful Semitic deities, became merged with 
various male divinities of near Eastern mythology. Hymns, formerly 
addressed to the Great Mother, later invoked the gods first. 

Still more significant for us is the change in the text of an old 
Sumerian legend. In recently discovered tablets, a certain goddess is 
called Nin-ti. This name has a double meaning, as fee in Sumer 
meant both “rib” and “to make live.” Nin-ti had been created — ^made 
to live — by the great goddess-mother to cure a pain in her son Enki’s 
side caused by eating forbidden fruit. When this ancient paradise 
story was taken over by the Jews, they chose the title “Lady of the 
rib.” In Hebrew the words “rib” and “to make live” have nothing in 
common. The legend then became transformed into the familiar 
Bible story — the lady became Eve, created by a god-father out of 
Adam’s rib.^^ 

From the psychology of the Jews came the omnipotent Father- 
God of our own religion today, with no daughter, no mate, and even 
no mother. 
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4 

the age of Pericles — ^with its drama, its beautiful archi- 
tecture, its noble and lifelike sculpture, and its philosophy which 
rationalized the old popular myths — ^the real vitahty of Greece rap- 
idly declined. 

The Greek states became involved in the long and exhausting 
Peloponnesian War. Finally they were organized in the fourth cen- 
tury by Aristotle’s bright young pupil Prince Alexander of Macedon. 
He started on a career of conquest, in which he took under his rule 
practically the whole civilized world eastward as far as China, in- 
cluding Egypt and India. Everywhere he went, he carried Greek 
custom, language, and art. And everywhere he liberated the deities 
of the ancient world — such as Cybele, Isis, and Mithra, the Persian 
god of light — ^from their localities. When he brought these deities 
back to Greece, people enthusiastically grasped at variations of the 
principles of divinity and organized many religious associations for 
the worship of foreign gods and goddesses. 

In these religious groups men and women banded together, ignor- 
ing ties of national or social rank, emphasizing the relation of the in- 
dividual rather than the relation of the state to rehgious observance. 
The members themselves paid the expenses of the cult practices and 
allowed oflBce bearers to serve in rotation. Greek women were always 
eager votaries of the new deities, and by taking a vital interest in the 
new art of proselytizing, they prepared the way for the missionary 
work of the early Christians, soon to make their appearance. 

Meanwhile a new and powerful state was rising in the Italian pen- 
insula, where some Greeks had settled and mixed with the Aryan- 
speaking peoples already there. They in turn had spread outward 
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and eventually took over Greece as “well as a good part of Alexander s 
eastern empire, adopting the Hellenized forms of Eastern religion 
along with much that was purely Greek. So at the beginWg of the 
Christian era the ancient world was being ruled from Rome. Every- 
where Roman engineers had built roads connecting different parts of 
the empire; everywhere Roman soldiers and governors were sta- 
tioned and local customs of many sorts were being integrated under 
a universal, remarkably intelligent Roman law and pohtical govern- 
ment. 

Of rehgion the Romans were generally tolerant. The Romans in- 
tended to keep pubhc order. But so long as public order was kept, 
they did not think what people believed or worshiped was of much 
significance one way or the other. So under the Roman aegis all sorts 
of religions flourished and some of the old goddess religions began to 
get a new lease on life. 

Cybele, as the Magna Mater, had thousands of worshipers in 
Rome and in the Near East, the place of her origin. When lie Per- 
sian god Mithra, with his secret rites for men, became popular, the 
women of a family served Cybele, the earth goddess of Phrygia. 
Shrines have been discovered showing a kind of combination cult of 
Mithra and Cybele. Romans knew that daughters of noble Phrygians 
who worshiped Cybele carried torches and tympani and wore the 
miter later associated with Christian bishops. A great Roman 
mother-goddess, representing food and fertility, the Bona Dea, re- 
ceived homage in a temple at the Porta Carmentalis, said to have 
been built in ages past by women s own hands. Her rites were cele- 
brated by women alone in secret ceremonies. Isis, as the goddess 
who lighted the way of souls to the spirit world and who symbol- 
ized divine mother love, had many followers. Her attendants sym- 
bolically roused the goddess at matins, laid her to rest at vespers, 
mourned with her at the annual death of her son, rejoiced with her 
at his rebirth. 

Many noblewomen in Rome and in the Roman provinces served 
as priestesses. Roman women, indeed, never lost the sacerdotal pres- 
tige they had inherited from their feminine forebears of the goddess 
age. Until the passing of Roman grandeur, the vestal virgins re- 
mained hallowed as guardians of the Sibylline books and of the sa- 
cred fire. In the goddess cults, it was the custom, too, for rites to be 
celebrated in the home at private altars. Every woman could offer 
sacrifice, bum incense, pour the libation, play instruments, dance. 
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and sing magic formulas for all die rites of the life cycle. She could 
play die flute, double flute, lyre, zither, horn, and trumpet, especially 
at weddings and fimerals. Accompanied often by hired female 
mourners (^prcLsjicciB) , she could participate in the important cere- 
mony of waking the dead, she could sing the dirges (^nenia) and 
make the gesture (planctus) appropriate for calling out to the de- 
ceased {conclamatio). She could carry on the immemorially old 
customs of primitive faith. (See Plates 51, 52, 53, and 54. ) 

2 . 

While the goddess cults were thus reviving, something much more 
momentous happened. In a small province of the Roman Empire, in 
what had formerly been the kingdom of Israel and Judea, an ob- 
scure young woman bore a child and laid him in a manger. He was 
bom in Bethlehem in Judea, but he grew up in his mother’s home 
town of Nazareth — ^which was a very different place from the grim, 
semiarid land around Jemsalem, dominated by the equally grim and 
arid male mtellectuahsm of Jewish teachers and leaders, who were 
called Pharisees. Jesus grew up in the sweet garden land of Nazareth, 
where spring comes with a sudden mantling of fresh green grass and 
a burst of flowers, not far from the port of Haifa on the Mediter- 
ranean. All the winds of Greek and Oriental thought blew across 
Nazareth. Life was much pleasanter here than in Jerusalem and semi- 
desert Judea. So Jesus grew up in his mother’s house with a clear- 
minded, sunny indifference to the Pharisees and the extremes of male 
inteUectualism and dogmatism they represented. When he set out 
to challenge the Pharisees, in the three intense years of his ministry, 
they finally killed him. But not before he had become the represent- 
ative of a great new hope for the human race. 

When Mary brought tiie savior of mankind into the world, the ma- 
jority of people in the Roman Empire were still imbued with the 
primitive religious idea of keeping in touch with the flow of all life. 
To this idea Jesus gave a new meaning. Jesus believed in a life force 
of which everyone was a part. To him, this life force was God, the 
Greater of the universe and of every living thing. He taught, “Thou 
shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, 
and with aU thy mind.” ^ This, he said, was the “first and great com- 
mandment.” Having identified himself with God, the Creator and 
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the life force, he, being the son of God, told his followers that 
they, too, were one with him, saying: “I am the vine, ye are the 
branches.” ^ By using imagery to which the people of those times 
were accustomed, Jesus showed that he did not belittle the old be- 
liefs or deny their validity. His criticisms were directed only against 
the Jewish scribes and Pharisees, “hypocrites,” caring for the dead 
letter of the law and overemphasizing the dogmas of the priests. 

The superlative contribution of Jesus was what he added to the 
old idea of keeping in touch with the life force — of “loving God.” He 
introduced a new idea associated with that force. He taught that 
human beings — children of God — ^were also to keep in touch with 
each other. They were to cultivate a new and a more mature idea of 
what the ethics of human relations should be. “Thou shalt love thy 
neighbor as thyself.” This, said Jesus, was the second great com- 
mandment — ^to have a dynamic sympathy for one’s struggling fellow 
creatures. In this ideal is inherent a faith as dynamic and as en- 
during as the old ideal of unity with a higher power. The principle 
of keeping strong a band of love among human beings of different 
races is as independent of dogmas and as widely applicable as the 
principle of keeping in touch with the flow of life. Each age, every 
people can use whatever symbols correspond to the thinking of its 
age and of its people. And so can each group shift to new application 
as events change. In the beginning, under the direct rays of Jesus’ 
magnetic personality, the validity of that ideal must have been un- 
derstood by his followers. Otherwise they would not have been 
believers and would not have gone out into the world as a great civi- 
lizing force. 

Jesus’ two commandments were both compatible with the life of 
women’s spirit. Women had always been conspicuously active in the 
cults of the life cycle. Women had always been active in the cultiva- 
tion of unselfish human relations. It has often been admitted that 
mother love is the basis of all altruism. And goddesses, symbolizing 
mother love, had been worshiped by both men and women aeons 
before Jesus called his Father the God of Love. Jesus’ nature itself 
had none of the overmasculine characteristics, such as physical 
strength and aggressiveness. Rather it reflected qualities common to 
civihzing motives in both men and women. Jesus clearly intended 
his commandments to be accepted by both sexes. He never intimated 
in any way that he considered woman less able than man to under- 
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stand his message. In the Gospels and in the other traditions, Mary 
Magdalene is represented as excelling all the disciples in her under- 
standing of the life of the spirit. 

Throughout the period of his life on earth, Jesus was surrounded 
by women. A mother bore and nurtured him. Women were his 
friends and disciples. Almost five hundred years later. Bishop Cyril 
of Alexandria wrote about seven Marys — Magdalene among them — 
who were the intimate companions of Jesus. Mary and Martha, the 
sisters of Gospel fame, have long been regarded as symbols of many 
women followers. Martha represents the woman who is interested in 
the practical details of fostering Hfe. Mary reflects the ever present 
longing in women for spiritual development. In this symbolism the 
intense natural spirituality of women has been emphasized. 

Women followed Jesus to Calvary, bewailing and lamenting in 
anticipation of their Lord's death. His mother watched him die, and 
according to the custom of her people, made her own lament: 

“My Lord, my son, where has the beauty 
of thy form sunk? How shall I endure 
to see thee suffering such things? 

For this I weep, my son, because thou 
sufferest unjusdy, because the lawless 
Jews have delivered thee to a bitter 
death. Without thee, my son, what will 
become of me? How shaU I Kve without 
thee? What sort of a Hfe shall I spend? 

Where are thy disciples, who boasted 
that they would die with thee? 

Where are those healed by thee? 

How has no one been found to help thee? 

Bend down, O Cross, that I may embrace 
and kiss my son — 

Bend down, O Cross, I wish to throw 
my arms around my son. 

Bend down, O Cross, that I may bid farewell 
to my son like a mother." ^ 

After Jesus' body had been placed in the sepulcher, Mary Mag- 
dalene, Mary the mother of Jesus, and Mary Salome went there to see 
whether the body had been properly cared for. Again the women 
acted according to custom and so were the first to see the risen Lord 
and to rejoice over his resurrection. At birth, in the intimate circle 
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of friends, at death, and at the rebirth — at all of the rites of the life 
cycle — women were beside the Lord. 

3 . 

Supreme among the women associated with Jesus was his mother, 
Mary. She was always held in great esteem by the first friends and 
disciples of Jesus. Women followed her all her life, saying: ‘We will 
not separate from thee, O Mary, blessed Mother, except through 
death." ^ The apostles revered her, too, and were at her bedside 
when she died, watching the women burn incense and listening to 
their laments. In this universal honor to Mary, the harsh and fearful 
barriers men had placed about her sex were cjuietly swept away. 
Joseph, as husband, became the womans best friend, her shield 
against scandal, the first and most ardent believer in her divinely 
inspired mission. So the holy family, Joseph, Mary, and the child, 
emerged as a beautiful collective image, full of tenderness. It 
wanted only a daughter to make it complete. 

The new religion of Jesus gathered into itself many of the beliefs of 
the old goddess cults. Although the first friends of Jesus — ^the first 
Christians — ^were of course Jews, worshipers of the great gods and 
goddesses of the countries visited by missionaries soon came to 
beheve Jesus’ message. Christians then became a larger group of 
people with very different religious backgrounds. Owing to the varia- 
tions in race and in temperament, men and women could not avoid 
giving Jesus’ parables different interpretation. Sects, or “heresies," as 
schools of thought were often called, developed in different localities, 
each one with its own idea of what Jesus had intended, each with its 
own version of a Christian religion. 

In the days before Christ was bom, one of the favorite attempts to 
represent the relative values of men and women was the personifica- 
tion of the life force as mother, with a young or male god, often but 
not always her son. The son-mother concept was the most appealing 
of these because it was the most readily understood by the human 
heart. It was natural that Mary, with her son, should step into the 
place prepared by these old popular beliefs. John of Damascus even 
spoke of Mary as “the soverign lady to whom the whole of creation 
has been made subject by her son.” 

Many early Christians saw in Mary another great goddess-mother. 
Among these were the Copts, who lived in Egypt and whose church 
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was founded by St Mark A statue of a woman holding a child has 
been recovered from that region. It is so like the old Egyptian repre- 
sentations of Isis holding Homs that one can see in it the eternal 
theme of mother and child. In the Coptic spell known as the "Prayer 
of the Virgin ” Mary sings her own holy dogma in the attitude of 
afl5rmation familiar to the great mothers of earlier times: "I am Mari- 
ham, I am Maria, I am the Mother of the Life of the whole world!" ^ 
A variation of the new thinking about man and woman was that of 
the Gnostics, who carried reverence for the beneficent power of 
women over from the old world to the new. They professed a belief 
in the union of a world mind (masculine) with a world soul (femi- 
nine). Since each principle represented resources that they assumed 
not to be possessed by the other, they thought that contact should be 
made with both. This is similar to saying that, to a satisfactory the- 
ology, a goddess is as important as a god. These people worshiped 
Sophia, divine mother, and her two daughters, who, as the spirit of 
wisdom, were represented by a dove, exactly like the old dove-god- 
dess of Crete. The Gnostics also kept to the ancient way of expecting 
women to have official positions in the priesthood. Women and girls 
invoked Sophia in choral hymns: 

"Thou Mother of Compassion, come — 

Come, thou revealet of the Mysteries concealed! 

Come, thou who art more ancient far than the five holy Limbs — 
Mind, Thought, Reflection, Thinking, Reasoning. 

"Come, thou who givest joy to all who are at one with Thee; 

Come and commune with us in this thanksgiving (eucharist) 
Which we are making in Thy name in this love-feast (agape) 

To which we have assembled at Thy call!" ^ 

A sect called the Marianites ( also called Priscillians, Kollyridians, 
or Montanists) agreed with the Gnostics in deifying female power. 
Two prophetesses from Phrygia, Priscilla and Maximilla, had been 
among the founders of this sect. They came from the east with a 
legend that Priscilla had met Jesus in a mystic embrace by which she 
had been inoculated with a superior wisdom. From the scanty rec- 
ords that remain about the Marianites, womens authority and activ- 
ity stand out with more force than in any other early Christian group. 
Ihey, too, had a hymn that they sang at death in anticipation of the 
rebirth: 



MARY 


151 


Grace goes with the round-dance, 

I wish that the double flute might continue! 

Let us all dance with all our hearts — ^Amen. 

Whenever one dances the mourning dance! 

Beat your breasts — AmenJ 

The significance of these verses, entirely aside from the evidence 
that instruments and dancing accompanied the singing, hes in the 
word "grace,” which was interpreted as meaning "mother,” "regener- 
ation,” or "alleluia” — the ancient cry of joy for the rebirth. Some- 
where the alleluia received an impersonation as a symbol of feminine 
potency and appeared during the Middle Ages as a tangible object 
At the alleluiatic oflSces for Saturday in Septuagesima, it was buried 
in the earth while a verse closely resembling &e Marianites' hymn 
was sung: 

"Alleluia, joyful Mother, 

Alleluia, voice of rebirth,” 

to which a response, similar to the hymns of longing for Ishtar, was 
given: 

"Alleluia, wMle she is present, they 
entertain her, and they greatly long 
for her when she withdraws herself.” ® 

To this day, the alleluia is never sung in the Roman Catholic Church 
during Lent, the time of mourning and waiting for the rebirth. 

4 . 

In time the figure of Mary, who was replacing the old goddesses in 
popular love, became the storm center of the battle between the 
male intellectuals, who wanted to assert the dogma of exclusive 
male supremacy in heaven, and the people, who wanted to feel that 
they could open their hearts to a divine mother. The Jewish element 
in Christianity was naturally opposed to a goddess-mother, since one 
had been ignored by the Jews for centuries. So, also, was a certain 
kind of Greek and Roman intellectual trained in the precepts of 
Aristotle. Sermons delivered to the congregation were frequently 
devoted to a discussion of Mary’s status. According to fifth-century 
custom, the people applauded or hissed as the preacher pleased or 
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displeased them. When Dorotheus shouted, “If anyone says that 
Mary is Theotocos [Mother of God] let him be anathema, the 
congregation made a great uproar in protest and stampeded out of 
the church. 

Finally the popular determination to have Mary as the divine 
mother with Christ caused Bishop Nestorius to be brought up before 
a council of the Church at Ephesus in 431 on charges of detracting 
from the glory and sacredness of Mary. No more dramatic setting for 
a trial on such a charge could have been chosen than the city of 
Ephesus. For in Ephesus the worship of Artemis, under her Roman 
name of Diana, had flourished from of old. Here in Ephesus, Mary 
herself had died, according to one legend, and had been carried to 
heaven by choirs of singing angels. 

The council was opened by Cyril of Alexandria, who made what 
we would call the keynote address. In terms long sacred to Artemis, 
he described Mary as both “virgin,” or free and independent in her 
selfhood, and “mother.” Through her as virgin and mother, he said, 
“Heaven triumphs; the angels are made glad, devils driven forth, 
the tempter overcome, and the falling creature raised up even to 
heaven.” 

While the Church Fathers were thus debating, the crowds surging 
outside cried, “Hail, Mary, Mother and Virgin, as crowds in Ephe- 
sus had once surged and sung, “Great is Diana of the Ephesians.” 
And when the judges determined to excommunicate Nestorius for his 
heresy in denying the glory of Mary, the crowds with a great uproar 
picked up the judges and carried them through the streets with 
torchlights flaring, incense floating in fragrant clouds. The whole city 
sprang into light and music with illumination and the cries of alle- 
luia. 

Elsewhere the controversy settled itself by merging a pagan god- 
dess with Mary, and henceforth devoting to Mary, as mother, many 
of the old rites of rebirth and the women s symbols of birth. The 
union of Artemis as guardian of the crops with Mary as the blessed 
one who protects the harvest took place in the celebration of Mary’s 
assumption into heaven on August 15, the day formerly dedicated to 
Artemis in Syria. Among the Celts whom Christian missionaries were 
converting, the moon goddess Bridget was transformed into Mary. 
The Celtic woman’s festival, which had to do symbolically with 
sacred fires and the torch of life, became the Christian festival of 
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Candlemas, and was merged with, the celebration of Mary^s ritual 
purification after childbirth. 


5 . 

With Mary thus established as queen of heaven, in the glory of the 
old moon goddess, there was a precedent for keeping lesser feminine 
spirits. More than one speciahzed goddess became a Christian saint; 
many pagan shrines on a holy mountain or beside a sacred spring 
became the site of a church or monastery; many feminine symbols of 
creative power endowed Christian edifices with hoHness. The water 
of life became the holy water, and its container, which primitive 
women thought of as the womb, became the baptismal font. The old 
flower symbol, which had seemed to women to represent her own 
organs and the seat of her power as mother, became the rose win- 
dow. There were rivers of life and trees of life in the new Christian 
symbolism — ^new images that were also as old as womans faith in 
birth and rebirth. Without these, Christian art would have lacked 
much of its beauty. Without the alleluia, triumphant cry of women’s 
ancient rites, Christian music would have been deprived of its most 
gracious song. 

Women gave the new religion their goddess. They also gave it 
their rites. From the beginning, the old rites of the rebirth were of 
the very essence of the Christian ritual. None of the sects broke com- 
pletely with the past and all of them adapted old rituals and familiar 
forms of music to the new Christian ideals. Of all the ceremonies of 
the early church, the most sacred and the most characteristic was the 
partaking of bread and wine — symbols of the body and blood of 
Christ, the tokens of the rebirth. From time immemorial, human 
mothers had offered their bodies and their blood in actual childbulh. 
Goddess-mothers had done the same in symbolic births of the fruits 
of the earth, of the new moon, or of the life-bringing child. Epipha- 
nius, one of the early bishops (second century), tells of a prayer 
about the bread of life used by the Kollyridians, a sect that took its 
name from a loaf of coarse bread. The prayer was taken from one of 
the cults of Cybele, the Magna Mater: ‘Bread of Life, the eating of 
which brings immortality.” 

Probably no primitive rite has been more closely associated with 
women than the one connected with grain or bread. Women, as 
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wielders of agricultural magic, had a long tradition of symbolic rep- 
resentations of feminine food bringers and also of ritual in honor of 
the various grain goddesses. In Spain, women of the Marianite sect 
held secret rites at which the eating of sacrificial bread, dedicated to 
Mary, was the principal feature. Baskets filled with loaves of bread 
featured in the annual grape festival at Aquileia and were carried by 
certain elderly Christian women who had an official position in the 
hierarchy of that sect. Old Russian sermons describe ritual meals 
served by women for Rod and Rojdnizi, a pair of words meaning 
birth or race or family. Rojdnizi means women in labor. Sometimes 
the same rite was performed in honor of the Virgin Mary, who had 
inherited the attributes of the old goddesses of the family cult. 
"White bread and cheese were served, the goblets were filled with 
wine or drinking honey, and the troparion to the Holy Virgin was 
sung. Passing to each other the bread and wine, the women drank 
and ate, thinking that they were praising the Holy Virgin and the 
birth of mankind,” 

But in addition to the traditional ritual of eating and drinking 
symbolic sustenance, early Christian women had a real association of 
feasting with Jesus. Nothing in the gospels bears a greater stamp of 
human reahty than the reports of the moments when Jesus sat down 
at the table to break bread with his friends. At the home of Lazarus, 
Mary and Martha were with him. His mother, Mary, was at the mar- 
riage of Cana. Gnostic Christians included women in the list of the 
faithful who gathered at the last supper. Catacomb pictures show a 
woman seated at the Lord's table.^^ 

Many of the other primitive and pagan devices to bring about the 
rebirth survived — ^incense, the holy water for baptism, the torch of 
life in the guise of candles, the dance, the cry of joy as the alleluia, 
musical instruments, and song in the form of incantations or litanies. 
According to variations in practice among the different Christian 
sects, many are used today with the intent of bringing about resur- 
rection and spiritual regeneration. 

In the early days, women participated fully in the rites of the re- 
birth. All Christian men and women were baptized, confirmed, and 
given extreme unction at death. All communicants partook of the 
sacrament. Women continued to officiate at times when devices for 
the rebirth were needed with their old symbols of incense, lights, and 
flowers. Mary burned incense when she visited the sepulcher, and so 
did her women followers use the censer at her deathbed. Many other 
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references can be found relating to the burning of incense by 
women, enough to give the impression that its use was quite custom- 
ary. In one of their formal ceremonies the Marianite women carried 
candles or torches to symbolize the light of the world, and the idea 
of women guarding the light of the world persisted for many cen- 
turies. The Brigittine nuns of the Middle Ages in Ireland kept the 
sacred fire of Kildare burning and evidently were the successors of 
priestesses who had been oflScials in a cult of Bridget, the moon god- 
dess of the Celts. It was a general custom for women to wear flowers 
and to wave green branches at the rites of birth, marriage, death. Is 
it not still usual in most Christian churches for women to have 
charge of arranging flowers on the altar? 

Just as the old power of the mother-goddess was transferred to 
Mary, so women retained in many places the positions as priestesses, 
officials, and musicians they had held in earlier days. The Arabian 
Christians counted a symbohc disciple, Helena, or Selene the moon 
goddess, among the chosen of Christ. The Gnostics recognized the 
three Marys — ^the mother, Salome, and Magdalene — as members of 
Christ’s inner circle. Extant fragments of Gnostic literature reveal 
that women participated in the religious ceremonies of that group as 
representatives of the divine mother, just as the priestesses did of 
old. Some of the groups made women bishops. Some allowed women 
to baptize converts — ^the rite of the rebirth. Many recognized the 
prophetess. The four daughters of Philip the Evangelist were lauded 
by historians long after the first century, the era of their high activity, 
and the mantle of their age-old power fell finally upon the shoulders 
of the deaconess. The Arabian Christians appointed women as read- 
ers and chanters of the holy word. More than one sect must have in- 
vested women as regular priestesses, and in some places women as 
priestesses must have continued to function for many centuries. 
Otherwise, Roman women holding office in the ninth century could 
not have been visited by Alcuin and urged on by him to greater ac- 
tivity in preaching. 

6 . 

The old religious associations of women, against which men as 
fathers of families had battled so long, both by passing laws against 
them and spreading scandals about them, were revived in associa- 
tions of Christian women pledged to further the new religion. All 
accounts of early Christian activities agree that womens whole- 
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hearted espousal of the cause was a determining factor in enabling 
the first Christians, a mere handful of people, to survive in a hostile, 
mihtary-minded world. Rich women were donors of wealth, of their 
houses, and of their time. They supported and comforted traveling 
missionaries. They distributed alms and nursed the sick. Women 
and girls startled the civilized world by their steadfastness to Chris- 
tian ideals and by their ready consent to martyrdom. 

Among these first Christians, organizations of dedicated women 
developed more than a century before monasteries for men were 
started. This was a natmral outcome of womens priestly and ritualis- 
tic function. For centuries there had been organizations of women 
in attendance on the temple and generally vowed to chastity, at least 
for the period of their service. Immemorially old in women’s reli- 
gious life was the idea of escape from men and children for certain 
periods. Such escape involved, naturally, a period of release from the 
demands of sex. This was very different, in essence, from the hfelong 
vow of chastity later taken by women, for that was founded on an 
idea of her biological functioning that degraded women. But their 
earlier assumption of, or assertion of, their right to freedom in the 
service of the goddess, at least for periods, was an assertion of spirit- 
ual dignity. 

The earliest known Christian leader in organizing girls was 
Theda, who traveled with Paul as a missionary. About 50 a.d. she 
settled with a large following of women in the caves of a mountain 
near Seleucia, Syria. From beginnings such as these the great mon- 
astic system eventually developed. 

Women and girls who voluntarily chose to develop the life of the 
spirit enjoyed a prestige comparable to that of the priestess. St. John 
Chrysostom estimated them as high above other women as the 
angels are higher than mortals. The word "nun,” as such a woman 
came to be called, is a translation of nonna, which means "a holy 
person” and also "mother.” Curiously enough, the masculine term 
nonntis was never used by the men cehbates. They were called 
monks (monazontes) , A fourth-century writer, Basileus, in describ- 
ing Theda and her followers, said that he could not enumerate the 
holy women of the first century without making a book as large as 
that of Hesiod. Over and over again, until late in the Middle Ages, 
nuns were credited with miraculous powers of heahng and Avith pro- 
phetic vision. Many of them attained the rank of saint. 

Aside from the purely religious reason of wishing to save their 
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souls, women were undoubtedly attracted to the monastic ideal by 
the reverence to their persons. They foimd in monasticism a counter- 
action to the growing tendency to exclude them from the governing 
group. By joining the ranks of the select, they remained in Ae sacred 
circle. Christian women by becoming nuns raised themselves from 
the status of Jewish women. Apparently they were approaching the 
status of the pagan priestess. another reason for the Christian 
woman s support of asceticism was the practical advantage ofiEered 
her. In those turbulent times, the convents provided not only social 
security for the timid but a career outside of marriage for the bold. 
Women found scope for energy and talent, opportunity to cultivate 
intellectual, spiritual, and especially musical tastes. It was here in 
the convents, where women and girls assembled in the name of the 
Lord, that they participated in the evolution of the ritual and music 
of the new culture. 

For this they surrendered the right in which primitive woman had 
founded her sense of spiritual dignity — ^the right to bear a child. 
They did this more easily because &ey were under a delusion almost 
universal among early Christians — ^the idea that Christ would come 
back to them shortly, in all his heavenly might, and they would all 
be caught up with him into glory, where there is no marrying or giv- 
ing in marriage, but male and female are "as the angels in heaven.” 

So women transferred from physical birth to spiritual rebirth their 
sense of their mission as women. It was a hopeful beginning of what 
was to prove ultimately a devitalization of their power as women. 
But women were not to realize this for many centuries. 

7 . 

In these early Christian centuries, in many places, dance and ritual 
remained much as they had been in the mother^s ancient religion. 
Most of the Christian sects retained the rehgious dance with its long 
social and artistic history. The Therapeutae, the KoUyridians, the 
Marianites (also called Priscillians or Montanists), and the Gnostics 
were groups who danced at ceremonies that were identical with 
primitive and pagan ceremonies. The reborn disciples of the Mari- 
anites, a sect in which women had great influence, were united to 
Jesus by means of performing a sacred dance called the Hymn of 
Jesus (incorporated with the Leucian Second-Century collection of 
Acts of John). A surviving form of this choral dance was performed 
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by village boys and girls in Cornwall up to a hundred years ago. 
Dancing to stimulate fertility was usual at weddings, at spring festi- 
vals, and at funerals. The custom of dancing at funerals was kept up 
by the Christian Bogomiles until the fourteenth century. Sarcophagi 
have been discovered in the south Slavic region of Bosnia showing 
dances in which men and women holding hands and singing dirges 
stepped backward instead of forward. That women participated in 
the religious dances of the first Christians until the fourth century is 
certain from St. Chrysostom’s question: “If neither girls nor married 
women may dance, who then will dance? He answered himself with 
the words: “No one.”^^ 

To all Christians, dance and song had the same significance that it 
had to the ancients and that it has for the primitives to this day. 
None of the early Church Fathers doubted the divine origin of music 
or its magic power. They thought that music affected the mind and 
pushed the will into action. 'Without music, no discipHne can be 
perfect,” said Isidore of Seville. And Theodoret attributed to music 
the faculty of changing the mood of the soul and of inducing any 
desired emotion. 

Christians authorized the use of music to enhance the affective 
power of their rites and their prayers. At death, especially, they be- 
lieved that the purpose of music was to lead the departed spirit to 
the grave and that music had a necromantic influence on the souls of 
the dead. In the beginning they naturally lacked original Christian 
music for these vital needs. Just as the ritual and the liturgy had to 
be developed, so did the appropriate music. 

In its learned and studied aspect, music met Christianity chiefly in 
the great pagan cities like Rome, Alexandria, Edessa, Antioch, and 
Byzantium. These centers were inhabited by thousands of prosper- 
ous people, many of whom belonged to the most noble families of 
the pagan world. Music was an integral part of social and religious 
life and women were expected to be musicians. The Roman historian 
Pliny said of his wife, Calpmmia: “She takes my verses, sets them to 
music and sings them to the harp.” Lucian of Samosata, second 
century, described the musical customs of his times. The musicians 
he mentions are almost exclusively women, both amateur and pro- 
fessional. In developing their music, the early Christians of pagan 
origin could hardly avoid the woman musician. As we shall see pres- 
ently, the most renovmed of the choirs in the first centuries consisted 
of girls. 
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Early Ghnstiaii annals arc filled with references to tire participa- 
tion of women in music. The leaders clearly wished to utilize this 
musical talent to further Christian ideals. With the idea of binding 
music to Christian texts, many of them composed litanies, work 
songs, and hymns for women and girls to sing. The mother Mary her- 
self was held up to them as an example: "'None was found before 
her . . . more elegant in singing!" Young people were taught to 
greet their father upon his home-coming by singing alleluia. Widows 
were to sit at home, sing, pray, read, watch, and fast, and speak to 
God continually in songs and hymns." st. Chrysostom exhorted 
fathers to sing daily with their wives and children: "I tell you this: 
that you should not only sing praises yourselves, but that you should 
also teach your wives and children to sing canticles, such as these 
psalms and hymns, while they are weaving and doing their work, 
and especially while they sit at meals." 

In the early church services, when men and women often had to 
meet secretly in undergroimd catacombs to avoid detection by the 
authorities, and when the co-operation of women signified life to the 
sect, congregational singing was a feature of worship. Even among 
people of Jewish affiliation, the women evidently took part. Philo, 
the Jew (fest century), gives a vivid description of the vigils of the 
Therapeutae, Jewish people who had become converted to Chris- 
tianity. 

The vigil is conducted on this wise. They aU stand up in a crowd, 
and in the midst of the symposium first of all two choirs are formed, 
one of men, and one of women, and for each, one most honoured 
and skilled in song is chosen as a leader and director. Then they 
sing hymns composed to the praise of God, in many metres, and to 
various melodies, in one singing together in unison, and in another 
antiphonal harmonies, moving Aeir hands m time and dancing; and 
being transported with divine enthusiasm, they perform one while 
lyric measures, and at another tragic plainsong, strophes and anti- 
strophes, as need requires. Then when each chorus, the men sepa- 
rately, and the women separately, had partaken of food by itself, as 
in the feasts of Bacchus, and quaffed the pure God-loving wine, they 
mingle together and become one choir out of two — ^Sie mimetic 
representation of that of yore standing on the shore of the Bed Sea 
on account of the miracles wrought tibere. To this (the singing of 
the Son of Moses) the chorus of the male and female Therapeutae 
afforded a most perfect resemblance with its variant and concordant 



160 MUSIC AND WOMEN 

melodies; and the sharp searching tone of the women together wth 
the baritone sound of the men effected a harmony both symphonious 
and altogether musical. Perfectly beautiful are their motions, per- 
fectly beautiful their discourse; grave and solemn are these carollers; 
and the final aim of their motions, their discourse, and their choral 
dances is piety.^^ 

During the fourth and fifth centuries many of the Church Fathers 
spoke of the congregational singing and of women’s part in it. St. 
Jerome, St. Augustine, St. Zenobi, and St. Gregory of Naziana all 
praise the beautiful choral singing of women. St. Ambrose of Milan 
said: "The women sing the psalm well.”^^ He was one of those 
bishops who exhorted the faithful to let antiphonal singing delight 
them, being particularly interested in the artistic effect that could be 
procured by using to musical advantage the different timbre of male 
and female voices— the men having a choir with their own leader 
and the women having a choir with a woman conductor. Singing at 
funerals was also often performed in the antiphonal manner, psalms 
having been substituted for pagan songs and instrumental music. 
Among the Marianites, men and women had separate choruses. In 
behalf of the departed soul, the women sang, "Lord, have mercy I” 
and the men responded, "Christ, have mercy!” Another favorite 
mode of group singing was the custom of having people give a re- 
sponse to the celebrant. In the Mozarabic rite, used principally in 
Spain, the Lord’s Prayer was given in this way: "Our Father who art 
in Heaven”; the congregation would respond, "Amen,” to this verse 
and to the three succeeding verses. After "Give us this day our daily 
bread,” they chanted, "Which is God.” To the celebrant’s "And lead 
us not into temptation,” the people voiced their appeal, "But deliver 
us from evil!” Upon occasions when special invocations for mercy 
seem to be required, the amen to special prayers was repeated three 
hundred times, then two hundred, and finally one hundred. Evi- 
dently, there was no objection to the mixed group of singers, and 
women were eagerly solicited to enhance the affectiveness of congre- 
gational singing with their rich voices. In many Christian communi- 
ties, men and women together chanted the Kyrie Eleison — the wor- 
shipers’ own plea for mercy — and the Alleluia — their own hymn of 
praise. 

From the middle of the second century, some of the church lead- 
ers sponsored the singing of women and girls in liturgical choirs. So 
proficient an instrument for furthering Christian ideals was at first 
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highly valued, always, of course, with the understanding that Chris- 
tian words and melodies be provided. Clement of Alexandria was 
one of the first leaders interested in establishing an oflBcial status for 
girl singers. He explained clearly how he intended to transform the 
old women's rituals into a Christian ceremony. “This is the mountain 
beloved of God . . . consecrated to dramas of the truth. . . . And 
there revel on it, not the Maenads, the sisters of Semele, the thunder- 
struck, but the daughters of God, the fair lambs who celebrate the 
holy rites of the word, raising a sober choral chant." ^ 

The '‘sober choral chant" was raised as early as the year 150 by the 
girls of the Arian sect. Bardasanes and Harmonius made their 
church famous by the lovely singing of the young women, and drew 
thereby many converts. One of the most renowned of the girl choirs 
sang in the parish of Bishop Paul of Samosata, Leader of the sect 
known as Marcion, he had his headquarters at Antioch. The Mar- 
cions gave women a high status and allowed them to have positions 
of responsibility. During the second centinry, Antioch belonged to 
the kingdom of Zenobia, one of the masterful Arabian queens. 
Women there evidently enjoyed a liberty and independence similar 
to that of their queen. Elected to the ojEce of prefect and president 
of the games that occurred there annually, they took an active part 
in social life. Antioch was a rich community, the home of some of the 
noblest people of pagan society. It was also filled with women musi- 
cians, both amateur and professional. Obviously, in order to satisfy 
the requirements of a musically cultured society the church choirs 
must have been the finest. They were formed of girls, both because 
women musicians aboxmded in Antioch and because the Marcion 
Christians sanctioned the woman musician. 

Girl choirs are mentioned by Aetheria, a Galician lady who made 
a pilgrimage to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem in 
392. “Every day before cockcrow all the doors of the Church of the 
Resurrection are opened, and all the monks and virgins, as they caU 
them here, go thither, and not they alone, but lay people also, both 
men and women, who desire to begin their vigil early. And from that 
hour to daybreak, hymns are said and psalms are sung responsively, 
and antiphons in like manner. . . The practice of training 
women and girls to sing psalms is also referred to in other early 
documents. 

By the fourth century a girl choir had become a well-established 
institution. Any group that did not have one fell behind in popularity. 
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The good Bishop Ephraem of Edessa in Syria frankly organized his 
"Daughters of the Convent” as a counterattraction to the Arian choirs 
that had been functioning successfully for three hundred years. 
An anonymous Syrian biographer described Ephraem’s ardor in 
training his girls and mentioned the fact that he "arranged for them 
different kinds of songs.” Besides singing odes and responses every 
morning, the "Daughters” often journeyed to the dwelling of a dead 
woman, even far away into the mountains. According to the Syrian 
custom of the times, they acted there as professional mourners. 

In the Jewish Christian portion of that population today, women 
are still singing dirges and often go as trained groups — ^the lattdmdt 
— ^to the house of the deceased. Sometimes there is a special solo 
singer, and after each verse of the kautvdlas dirge, the chorus utters 
its lamentation. In the country districts the trained choir of women 
is often absent, and the chorus is then made up of all the women, 
who form a ring around the tent. They are called the redddddt or 
nedddhdt — the sorrowing women who sing the response to the solo- 
ist.2^ The dirge sung by Ephraem's nuns was probably an adaptation 
of the Syrian poetess-musicians’: 

"Tears are in the eyes, in the ears are sounds of woes, 

In the mouth is wailing, and sadness in the heart: 

Comfort me, Oh Lord! 

This day separates a woman from her house. 

Her soiil hath gone away, as Thy command hath decreed! 

Behold, she hath become dust, as Thy command hath decreed! 
Lord, make her live anew!” 


8 . 

In the early centuries of Christianity, when Mary was becoming 
established as queen of heaven, there is every indication that women 
participated more fully in the ritual and in the music of the various 
groups than they did in the period following the fourth century. In 
the begi nnin g, they accompanied Jesus in close intimacy. Nor were 
their natural ways ever condemned by him. Consequently, women 
were welcomed by men as co-operators in establishing the struggling 
faith. Some groups gave women positions of authority. Women 
frequently celebrated secret rites in a manner similar to goddess wor- 
shipers. Evidence is not lacking that they were initiating their own 
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rites, recasting their own music, and preparing in their own way for a 
renaissance. 

In music, mothers joined in congregational singing. For about 
four hundred years nuns functioned as liturgical choirs in important 
churches, notably those in Edessa, Antioch, Jerusalem, and Alexan- 
dria. These choirs have been traced back to the second century and 
were regarded by many Christians as fitting instruments for the per- 
formance of sacred music. 

The teachings of Jesus appeared to have arrested the threat of uni- 
versal male dominance. Women were released by this touching new 
faith, which kept the best of their original religious practices while 
regenerating them and making diem more simply and appeal- 
ingly hinnan. The idea of mother love, of women as the bearers of 
life and invokers of rebirth, could be insensibly transformed into 
Christ's definition of divine and human love and spiritual rebirth into 
life everlasting. 

There was everything inherent in the ideals and practices of Jesus’ 
immediate followers for the institution of a way of life patterned on 
the two great commandments. There was the Saviour, incorporating 
in his sublime person the noblest and most lovable characteristics 
of both men and women, symbolizing the rebirth from child- 
hood into maturity, showing the way, the truth, and the life. There 
were the men and women believers, led by the mother, symbol as 
always of love and the good life. An organized theology, hierarchy, 
and system of rites with both male and female symbols and with 
men and women representatives of the divine symbols should have 
been the natural result of Christ’s teaching and example, the normal 
way to interpret the new commandment of love and the new ideal for 
the rebirth of the spirit. And although the very first Christians were 
Jews, the worship of the Father-God of the Jews was from the be- 
ginning combined with the worship of the beloved son and his holy 
mother. 

Above all, in the early days of Christianity the benign woman 
spirit began to live anew in the beautiful personality of Mary. The 
people of those times perceived that the ultimate life of the world 
is not exclusively or even predominantly male. No father, even a 
Father in heaven, can give all the heart craves. But Mary was not an 
old goddess revived. She was a imique spirit, with a place peculiarly 
her own in the love and memory of the earliest Christians. Inde- 
pendently of any attributes inherited from the goddesses of ancient 
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times, Mary rose by virtue o£ her own power to be the symbol of the 
Christian virtues love and mercy. In medieval times she was re- 
garded by men as the spirit that drew them irresistibly heavenward, 
by women as their special guardian, and by all as the chief mediator 
between sinners and divine mercy. Mary received the prayers of 
those who craved tolerance and love, the very quahties Jesus had 
sponsored and the very essence of the Christian ideal. Her authority 
rested on the human appreciation that these attributes are qualities 
native to women and that a feminine image of them is essential to a 
Christian way of life. 

Theological edicts can settle a theoretical dispute but not a 
psychological reahty. No theologians could destroy Mary. They 
could, however, and they did prevent Mary from securing for her 
women followers their normal function of representing her as priest- 
esses and singers. For side by side with this promise of the resurrec- 
tion of women s spirit and song there was, in early Christianity, 
another power working to imprison and degrade women. So the 
story must move on to the fateful end, in the so-caUed Dark Ages of 
Europe, when Artemis was at last completely gagged and bound. 
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AUGHTERS of Jerusalem, weep not for me, but weep for 
yourselves, and for your children. . . . For if they do these things 
in a green tree, what shall be done in the dry?” ^ 

On his death march, Jesus turned to the wailing women with 
these pregnant words. Was he not presaging the tragedy that was 
to befall the Christian way? He had shown the people the way to 
rebirth — ‘'death unto sin, rebirth unto righteousness.” He had ex- 
plained that the primitive child must matoe into the civilized adult, 
into a new state of humanity in which tolerance and love for others 
were to be the controlling force. Far in advance of his time he had 
forecast the unity of male and female, pointing out that in the realm 
of the spirit, in “heaven,” there would be no distinction of sex and 
implying an equality on earth in human ability to cultivate the life 
of the spirit. But aheady, as the heaviness of his mood indicates, he 
had sensed failure in drawdng disciples into a unit sufficiently strong 
for the realization of his ideals. 

From the beginning there had been dissensions in the ranks of 
Christians. Questions of doctrine having nothing to do with the prin- 
ciple of “death unto sin, rebirth unto righteousness,” had interfered 
with the practical apphcation of Jesus’ ideals. 

The most important of these barriers against the full flowering of 
Jesus’ ideals arose from a misunderstanding of certain of Jesus’ say- 
ings. Men and women were firmly convinced that the end of the 
world was coming immediately. Judgment Day, 'with its system of 
rewards and punishments, they thought was close at hand. This be- 
lief led them to regard the material world as of no importance and 
to think of the spirit as separate from the body. On the ground that 
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procreation was useless in view of the approaching end of the world 
and also that sex intercourse bound the body to the earth, they con- 
demned both and set up an ideal of chastity and continence. Mar- 
riage between men and women was tolerated only of necessity for 
those who were less pure in heart. A real union with Christ was 
deemed possibly only by the chaste. The ideal was for the individual 
perfected soul, and for the whole church, to become the bride of 
Christ. Generally, people began to believe that no one could be truly 
holy without forsaking the natural urges to love and to reproduce 
hfe. 

And so the ascetic ideal took root and quickly grew to fantastic 
proportions. Some devotees, in fanatical enthusiasm for mortifying 
the flesh, retired to caves in the mountains, ate only the minimum 
amount to sustain life, and denied themselves all human intercourse. 
A little later, others established communities and organized their 
lives for the rites, prayers, and music that were to save iheir souls. In 
the beginning, these enthusiasts were not interested in or moved by 
our ideas of Christian charity, which we have derived from Christ’s 
second great commandment. They were concerned solely with a 
technique for gaining life everlasting. 

Thus there was a split in the ranks of Christians. Only some took 
the vows of obedience to the antinatural way. The majority of men 
and women kept on mating and having children, but even they ac- 
cepted as more holy the idea of the negation of life. 

This morbid idea was woven into the warp and woof of early 
Christian thinking. Instead of birth being a holy thing, a symbol of 
the human being’s share in the creative power of the universal life 
force and of humanity’s link with aU living things, it became a sym- 
bol of man’s “fall from grace.” Children henceforth were to be born 
“in sin,” and “redeemed” only by the Church. Mothers, after this 
fall, must be “purified.” One version of this idea is the foundation 
of the first great formulation of Christian thinking by an old bachelor 
of genius who, by his own account, had some chronic malady of 
the flesh, possibly epilepsy — ^the apostle Paul. Paul believed — as a 
rhymed version of this doctrine later put it — ^that “in Adam’s fall, 
we sinned all.” Adam had fallen because Eve gave him an apple 
(symbol of hfe and knowledge). Because of this “sin” of Adam’s, all 
human beings are condemned and can be redeemed only by the 
grace of God through Christ. Out of this concept evolved Ae behef 



ART EMI S BOUND 267 

that the spirit could be enriched only by denying the flesh. Thence 
came the tendency to identify the female with the flesh and to call 
it low and ignoble. This sequence of ideas represents the spiritual 
catastrophe whose repercussions still influence our thinking and 
feeling about women. 

The identification of women with the flesh was based, of course, 
on the obvious fact that women bear children. In their natural ways' 
women embody and symbolize the idea of a human tie with earth 
and nature. Always recognized by men of pre-Christian times as be- 
ing the stronger manifestation of the life force, women were still 
recognized as such. But now the strength inherent in women was 
distorted into a weakness — ^worse than a weakness, a menace. 
Instead of opening the door to life, women, because of their associa- 
tion with physical birth, closed the door forever. 

“Woman, thou art the gate of Hell— thou ought always to be 
dressed in mourning and in rags— thine eyes filled with tears of re- 
pentance to make men forget that thou art the destroyer of the 
race.” ^ TertuUians estimate of women forcibly illustrates a point of 
view held by certain second-century groups. The giver of mortal life 
became the withholder of the spiritual life, instead of the symbol 
for both, as in times past. 

Woman’s integrity and honor quivered in Clement of Alexandria’s 
devastating blast: “Every woman ought to be filled with shame at 
the thought that she is a woman.”® This was the inevitable result 
of the distorted idea that the living world is evil. And it proved to 
be the doom of the goddess. Sex was no longer a fateful and august 
force, to be exercised or not, in accordance with a woman’s natural 
rhythm, as symbolized by the great goddess Ishtar. Motherhood was 
no longer a holy participation in the mystery of creation, allying all 
mothers with the creative power of the universe as represented by 
Isis. Virginity meant no longer the service of the inviolate personal 
self as represented by Artemis, free, courageous, and creative. 
Woman no longer had a self in this sense. Her inmost being as a 
woman was “evil.” 


2 . 

Theoretically,* ti^e period of early Christianity ended in 325, 
when the emperor Constantine recognized the faith of Jesus as the 
hope of the world. Practically, of course, the period of indecision and 
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experimentation ended at an earKer date in some localities than in 
others. But eventually, the goddess and the principle that v^omen are 
creative lost authority. 

When Constantine, in 325, recognized Christianity as the official 
rehgion of the Roman Empire, the heresies were forced to combine 
and to declare a common creed. At that time the strongest group was 
dominated by antinatural views on life. To that group of leaders, 
who had always shown enmity to the interest of women, Christian 
affairs were entrusted. If at first one or two abbesses sat in their coun- 
cils to determine the form and content of the organized church, 
women soon ceased to be represented in the governing body and al- 
lowed the new hierarchy to be formed wuthout a recognition of their 
highest values. 

The arbitrary laws of the theologians and not Jesus’ love estab- 
lished the godhead. Contrary to the timeless female-male combina- 
tions, God became idealized in a trinity of male power— Father, 
Son, and Holy Ghost. 

The word “god,” which in Gothic and old Teutonic had been neu- 
ter, now became purely masculine with masculine pronouns. The 
Holy Ghost had a similar metamorphosis. Derived directly from the 
dove-goddess of antiquity, it had formerly signified a spiritual pos- 
session of women by the sakti, their own female life force. Although 
some of the very early Church Fathers taught that the Holy Ghost 
was the feminine principle in God, the later theologians neglected to 
emphasize the natural man-woman concept of a creative power. 
Eventually the Holy Ghost came to signify the spirit of love passing 
between the Father and the Son— the spirit that led to the incarna- 
tion. In pictures of the Anunciation the Dove is usually seen hovering 
over Mary’s head, but it came to be associated, of course, with the 
male element in generation, and so the Holy Trinity materialized 
without a divine woman spirit. 

The beautiful figure of Mary that was drawing into itself and re- 
generating the old popular faith in the goddess became in the teach- 
ings of the theologians something of an anomaly. In the conception 
of Mary as both mother and virgin, there was an opportunity to 
crystallize an idea that had run through much of the thinking of the 
creators of rehgious imagery in the pre-Christian era. This was the 
idea that a woman as “mother” might be “virgin” — that is, she need 
not be the helpless slave of sex in herself or in the male. She could 
accept motherhood as a holy responsibility, ally herself with uni- 
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versal mother power, and still retain a proud freedom of the spirit. 
‘1 am forever virgin” meant something much deeper and more uni- 
versal than physical abstinence from sex intercourse. 

This idea, after which Christian thinking has constantly groped 
through the centuries, might have been represented by Mary. It may 
be that it could have been formulated if women themselves had 
taken the initiative in a matter of which they should know some- 
thing! But the thinking about Mary was checked and somewhat 
distorted by the conflicting idea that women were evil and mother- 
hood a disgrace, and by the determination also to assert that a male 
God must be the one and only divine image to which humanity 
might look. The result, so far as the divinity of Mary was concerned, 
was a series of compromises. 

The mother Mary was never a goddess in the same sense that God 
is a god, or in the same sense that the old mother-goddesses were 
superhuman. She was not a creator of hfe in her own right. Only 
God the Father was supposed to have created the Holy Child. The 
term ‘‘only begotten son” does not mean “this one, or only son.” It 
means “alone-begotten,” that is, begotten by the Father without any 
mate — a reversal of the emphasis upon the goddess-mother of an 
earlier age who, as “whole,” “complete,” alone created life. Mary was 
not even the counterpart of God, the role of the Great Mothers when 
they lost their original supremacy. She no longer possessed even half 
of the responsibility or honor for bringing to birth the Saviour, the 
dehverer of humanity. Mary the mother lost her active and primary 
part in creation. Although in picture after picture she wears the sky 
cape of azure blue bequeathed her by Cybele and Artemis, she 
sits beneath it as if it were the cover of the sky god. Humble and pas- 
sive, as Christian women are supposed to be, she sings her new song: 
“Behold the handmaid of the Lord.” ^ 

Mary, as projected by the theologians, lacked the independent 
power of Cybele, Ishtar, Isis, and the other Great Mothers of the pa- 
gan faiths. On the other hand, she rose from the anonymity accorded 
women by the exaggerated Jewish patriarchy, in which the creating 
Father-God triumphed. A comproniise was effected by recognizing 
her presence in the holy family. But in the family circle she was 
shorn not only of creative power but of the essential female attri- 
butes that made the old goddesses symbolize the normal woman. 
Her virginity, instead of meaning independent creative power — 
such as Artemis idealized — came to mean chastity and continence 
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from sexual intercourse. Even tihie value of her motherhood was be- 
Htded. Bishop Epiphanius (second century) went so far as to 
maintain that the glorification of mothers was a morbid feminine 
sentiment — ^""silly and devoid of reason."® And St. Chrysostom 
(foxirth century) also scorned motherhood as an ideal for women. 
He called only the chaste nuns “imitators of Mary." ^ The woman 
spirit of the Christians made no claim to represent the natural 
woman. 

With no symbol for an active, creative womanhood, there was no 
need for a hierarchy of women. The oracles, seers, and prophetesses 
officially vanished. Of that group, the deaconess alone remained, 
with only a suggestion of mantic power surviving in her prayer of 
dedication. The priestess was demoted to nun. In 367, the forty- 
fourth canon of Ae Council of Laodicea contained the first formal 
limitation of the priestess’ age-old sacerdotal functions: 

“It is not fitting for women to draw near the altar nor to touch 
things which have been classed as the duty of men. . . .” 

Measures to restrict women from exercising priestly power were 
extended to include the celebration of formal rites at home. In 392 
the laity (men and women both) gave up the custom of sacrificing 
at private altars and performing other ritual acts that had, of course, 
preceded any organized church service by many centuries, and 
that had been the inspiration for so much of women’s music. After 
the establishment of the orthodox church in 325, the formal funeral 
“wake" was transferred from home to church. The ruHngs affected 
women far more adversely than men, since women now could not 
become priestesses, whereas any man who wished could enter the 
priesthood. 

By excluding women from the priesthood, the Church Fathers sep- 
arated women from men. They allowed only men to be sponsors for 
the life of the spirit. They denied women a similar prerogative. 
Woman never received from organized Christianity her authoriza- 
tion to re-create the spirit according to her own feminine conception 
of Jesus’ teaching. Christianity theoretically dedicated itself to a 
cultivation of the incorporeal quahty of existence. It denied woman 
an official status of equal rank or value with man’s in the quest for 
this spiritual existence. It thus closed the door to the state from which 
artistic imagination had formerly evolved. 

The prohibition preventing women from entering fully into the 
life of the spirit was not merely a deterrant to activity. It went fur- 
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ther than a negation of power. It took a positive direction toward the 
identification of women with the undesirable and the unwanted. 
Without the slightest foundation of evidence in the Gospels, Mary 
Magdalene — once regarded as the most spiritual of aU the disciples, 
the most sympathetic with Christ — came to be the personification 
of carnality, the state despised by the Christians. She symbolized 
sexual desire. And sexual desire itself, a re-creative power, was given 
an evil, destructive significance. 

In primitive religion, women had symbols signifying aU of the 
creative attributes of normal womanhood. Ishtar, for instance, re- 
flected creative energy — ^that driving female urge to bring to birth. 
She was the re-creating mate and the creating mother, giving both 
physical and spiritual life. In the Christian religion, Mary the mother 
and Mary Magdalene the spiritual friend were reduced to models of 
the passive and the corporeal with no possibility of ever regaining 
the active, noble, and spiritual forms of the great goddesses. 

Not content with fixing the spiritual status of women for the future, 
the Church Fathers turned to the past in order to obhterate every 
trace of woman s soul at work. Churchmen displayed particular 
animosity against women s poetry and music. As they tossed Sap- 
pho's musical poems into the flames, they manufactured the in- 
famous reputation of the Lesbians. AU priestesses, led by Bacchae — 
the Mothers — ^became lewd and obscene. AU free musicians became 
branded as sirens of seduction. 

Sections of written accounts of Christ’s contacts with women were 
methodicaUy expurgated to suit the ideas of the ecclesiastical author- 
ities. On the ground of inauthenticity, Mary's lament did not appear 
in the New Testament. Even in the manuscripts omitted from the 
Bible, falsifications in translation invariably tend to belittle the tre- 
mendous influence exerted by women in the early days of Chris- 
tianity. Thekla’s activity in the first century as a Christian teacher, 
preacher, and baptizer of converts has vanished from the extant copy 
of the Acti Pauli et Theklae, The account of the “Greek women of 
honorable estate” in Macedonia who flocked to Christian standards 
has been changed to read “men and women in considerable num- 
bers.” So flagrant and so numerous are these misrepresentations of 
the truth that a modern historian has summarized them in accusing 
words: “Christian writers, from Eusebius Bishop of Caesarea down- 
wards began to enter into the domain of falsehood . . . And the 
19th century has witnessed . . . the most senseless and shameless 
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attempts to re-establish ancient and modern fraud, falsehood, and 
nonsense, and pass it off as orthodoxy/’ 

Backed by the authority of the Emperor, the orthodox group 
undertook to disband the other sects and to destroy their records. 
Heretics were portrayed as immoral and undisciplined, outside the 
pale of sanctity. While undoubtedly Roman society had degenerated 
and while the aristocracy had fallen from their high estate of setting 
the fashion for noble conduct, still there were many groups of people 
who led normally good lives. The Marianites of Bordeaux in the 
early centuries of the Christian development were austere and dig- 
nified, very much like the Puritans of colonial America. They re- 
spected women and sanctioned the participation of women in the 
larger life of the community. Several women are recorded as doctors 
and as scholars. It was within this sect that Christian women con- 
ducted secret rites and took official part in the regular ceremonies. 
And yet no heresy has been censured more strongly by the orthodox 
Church Fathers than the Marianites. Because they — and many others 
— did not conform to the ideas of the orthodox group and especially 
because they admitted the creative power of women, they were 
condemned to annihilation. 

While the integration of the Christian sects was progressing, the 
formal rites of the new church quickly adapted themselves to the 
ideals of the dominant group. The story of the Christian year unfolds 
like the mighty drama of life and death and rebirth so dear to the 
nature worshiper s mind, but this is a drama in which women play 
an inert instead of a dynamic role. There was every reason in tradi- 
tion and history, every social and psychological reason, too, for giv- 
ing women a part equal to that of men in the Christian story as de- 
veloped in the seasonal rituals of the Church. But the power of a 
group of fanatical leaders was such that to this day women’s sym- 
bolic participation consists almost wholly in their being adjuncts to 
men — now ffie possessors of the superior “mana.” 

By mimetic rite, by verbal description, by symbols, Christ’s life 
on earth is rendered vivid to the worshipers. During the period of 
the shortest days of the year, his advent is longed for. With the first 
sign of the sun’s renewed activity, Christ, as the light of the world, 
appears on Christmas Day. Then comes Epiphany, the manifestation 
of Christ, when the Wise Men bring their gifts. Later in the Church 
year is Lent, the period of repentence and mourning when Christ 
retreats to the wilderness. Then the entrance into Jerusalem and the 
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last supper, the vigil at Gethsemane, the trial and condemnation. 
Good Friday is the day of death, the Crucifixion. The time between 
the death of Christ and his resurrection on Easter Day is three days 
and corresponds exactly to the time that the moon is mvisible. As 
the moon god and goddess always resurrected themselves, so did 
the new hght of the world rise on the third day from the dead. Eas- 
ter signifies the rebirth. Ascension Day marks the miraculous trans- 
lation of Christ into heaven, and Whitsuntide signifies the descent 
of the Holy Spirit as a comfort to mankind. Through the summer 
months, until Advent comes again, the Trinity is worshiped. 

Although Mary has festivals given in her honor, the only one in 
which she has complete independence is the feast of her assumption 
into heaven. Otherwise, she is not the principal figure. In the rite of 
Christ’s birth, celebrated as Christmas for the first time in 395, the 
focus of interest centers upon the Child of the Divine Father of Love, 
rather than upon the collective mothers whose self-sacrifice and 
effort had brought the longed-for Saviour iato the world. In the rite 
of the Resurrection, interest revolves around the Sons transfiguration 
rather than upon the collective mothers who had made the rebirth 
possible and who had themselves experienced transfiguration in the 
process. In the rite of Pentecost — ^the descent of the Holy Ghost — 
the Holy Spirit becomes a symbol of the love between Father and 
Son. Mother love, or woman as a beneficent power, had representa- 
tion only in the antinatural symbol of Mary. Even in the rite of the 
last supper women were forgotten, and according to the interpreta- 
tion of Christian artists, only men received the symbol of rebirth 
from Christ’s own hand. When even a nun went to receive Holy 
Communion — symbol of the initiation into the life of the spirit— 
she was not allowed to receive the sacrament in her bare hands as 
men did, on account of her inherent impurity (Council of Auxerre, 
578). 

3 . 

Women’s own rites of the life cycle, which they had invented 
themselves to aflBrm the natural way peculiar to their sex, became al- 
tered to suit the Christian idea of life negation for the natural 
woman. 

In the mothers’ religions, puberty rites signified a crossing of the 
threshold to maturity. Girls prepared themselves physically and spir- 
itually for mating and for motherhood. In the Christian religion, on 
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the other hand, emphasis was placed upon a denial of natural func- 
tions, upon chastity. From the days of early Christianity until the 
sixteenth century, the state of marriage was theoretically despised 
and the state of continence dignified. Innumerable treatises, sermons, 
and letters upon the topic were addressed to girls. Voicing the long 
existing sentiment, the author of ‘‘Holy Maidenhood” in the thir- 
teenth century called a wife the slave of the flesh, contrasting her 
with the free nun, who in his eyes was alone able to follow the spir- 
itual way. But since the large majority of girls married, the precepts 
could not be followed and merely served the purpose of creating 
an irreconcilable emotional conflict in a normal girFs mind. 

But however men may try to banish women and the image of the 
natural relation of woman to man from the human mind, it cannot 
be done. All that can be done is to offer an unnatural substitute. Just 
as homosexual love for young boys had been developed when the 
romantic love of yoimg girls had been banished among the Greeks, 
just as castrated males or boys in womens dresses had to be sub- 
stituted when women were banished from rehgious choirs, so when 
natural marriage was condemned or degraded to the position of 
an ignoble necessity, an unnatural marriage was substituted. The 
woman keeping herself from physical sex intercourse is dedicated 
to a rapturous union with Christ. In the Christian description of 
this marriage the most sensuous details are borrowed from the 
songs of earthly love and sex. Not so did Artemis assert, “I am for- 
ever virgin!” 

An example of the transformation of women's wedding rites into 
Christian poetry was the hymn written by Methodius, bishop of 
Lycia, in 303, for the members of his flock. It was entitled “The 
Banquet of the Ten Virgins” or “Concerning Chastity.” The style 
imitated the partheniads — songs for maidens — ^written by Alkman 
and Megolostrata for Spartan girls. Its theme was borrowed from 
women's wedding rites still used in Adrianople today, where it is the 
custom for a Jewish bride and her women companions to sit for 
hours in their wedding garments while waiting for the bridegroom. 
At last the cry is raised: “Behold, the bridegroom cometh!” 

This hymn was written by Methodius to be sung by girls — an 
early example of the now prevalent custom for men to formulate 
what women think and feel about their most intimate personal lives, 
and women, parrot-like, to repeat the words in song. 

So in singing this hymn, according to the statement in Prolegom- 
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ena de Poetis Christianis Graecis, girls impersonated Thekla, tibe 
first virgin martyr, and others o£ the noble band. ‘We give the name 
Tarthenion'' [song of Virgins] to the hymn of Methodius because it 
was sung by virgins. . . . The ten virgins are introduced after a 
cheerful and modest repast, during which they discussed the merits 
of inviolate virginity. Afterward, they all rose as though inspired 
by a divine spirit and dedicated their lives to Christ as though to the 
noblest spouse.”® TheWa, named by Arete (Virtue) as the chief of 
the virgins, sang the versicles of the virgins’ song. The other virgins, 
standing in a circle around her under the willow tree — symbol of 
chastity — entoned the response. The hynm has twenty-four stanzas, 
of which we give two: 

Stanza 

The Bridegroom cometh! overhead 

The shout descending wakes the dead! 

Go forth to meet the King, 

The gates just entering! 

Virgins, white-robed, with lamps haste 
eastward forth to meet him. 

Haste ye, O haste to greet him! 

Response 

With holy feet, the lamps bright burning, 

I go to meet my Lord returning. 

Stanza 

My home and coxmtry for Thy sake, 

And maiden dance, I did forsake. 

And mother; pride and race. 

And thoughts of rank and place; 

For Thou, O Christ the Word, are all in all to me; 

I long for naught save Thee! 

Response 

With holy feet, the lamps bright burning, 

I go to meet my Lord returning.® 

When the ideal of marriage to the heavenly bridegroom was dram- 
atized for nuns, something was offered them — ^morbid, silly, but a 
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land of substitute for normal living. The greatest crime consisted in 
modeling the religious instructions for girls of marriageable age, who 
would normally become wives and mothers, upon the ideas of 
marriage to the heavenly bridegroom. Music as well as sermons 
impressed upon young minds the value of an unnatural mode of 
life. So was a Christian girl forced to repress her natural instincts or 
to accept the guilt of sin. 

Marriage rites for goddess worshipers emphasized the holiness of 
sex relations and reproduction. Women played the major role, sym- 
bolically passing on the torch of life to their daughters and also im- 
personating a goddess in the rites of the sacred marriage. But in the 
Christian religion, the holiest thing in the world for women was not 
regarded as such. Marriage was not even made a sacrament by the 
Church until 1550. For fifteen hundred years, married women were 
held to the monastic ideal, being told that sexual intercourse was sin- 
ful. In one of the fibrst-centmy documents, our Lord is made to assume 
the disguise of Judas Thomas and advises a young couple on their 
wedding night with these words: "Know that as soon as ye preserve 
yourself from this filthy intercourse, ye become pure temples, and 
are saved from aflhctions manifest and hidden, and from the heavy 
care of children, the end of whom is bitter sorrow.’" 

Rites for a mother after childbirth have a particularly arresting 
history. As practiced in primitive tribes, they are ceremonies for re- 
integration into normal life conducted by women themselves. Among 
the Jews, these rites were conducted for women by priests — ^women 
being excluded from the priesthood — ^but the idea remained iden- 
tical. The so-called "purification” was a ritual detachment of the 
mother from her close contact with the hfe force. No blame on the 
part of the women was suggested, rather a superholiness. Among 
the Christians, the rite of the "chmching” of women, as well as that 
of presenting her newborn child to God, became completely dis- 
torted. A Christian mother was told that her child was bom "in sin,” 
that she herself had erred, that she required absolution. She was 
made to kneel outside the church and be "purified” before she could 
again share in common worship. Thus she was given a sense of guilt 
rather than a sense of fulfillment. 

No rites were ever instituted in which fathers were required to 
apologize for their natural ways. 

The godhead, the priesthood, the rites, and the liturgy as estab- 
lished by the Church Fathers during the fourth, fiUFth, and sixth 



ARTEMIS BOUND 


177 

centuries had the primary purpose of saving the souk of the cult 
members for life everlasting. The idea of salvation and resurrection 
was carried over from primitive and pagan rehgions. Although the 
Christians pretended to despise birth and the earth, they kept most 
of the primitive magic devices for bringing about birth and rebirth. 
Music especially was regarded as the same important magic it had 
always been. 

In the performance of the formal rites, and even in the privacy 
of their homes, women were forbidden to touch the symbols that 
they themselves had invented. They could not bum incense or light 
the sacred fire symbolizing the light of the world. They could not 
watch the torch being plunged into the baptismal font — symbolic 
act of sex union. They could not even baptize their own babies with 
the holy water, symbol of the life-giving fluid surrounding the child 
in their own bodies. Pope Zacharias (741 a.d.) in interdicting the 
celebration of mass by an abbess, made a classic statement: 'We 
were indignant to hear that a series of holy ceremonies were de- 
graded by suffering women to read the Mass.” So the very touch 
of women, which had always been regarded as life-giving, became 
transformed into a contamination. 

Let Mary stand at the bar of heaven and ask if any symbol of the 
rebirth could be degraded by a motherk touch! 

From a disinterested point of view, the whole theory of womank 
spiritual incapacity as depending upon her motherhood seems to 
have been a mass neurosis. The enormity of the accusation that a 
woman’s touch could contaminate any symbol of birth or rebirth 
has been behttled by time and habit. To the modem mind, such men 
as Pope Zacharias appear as almost mythical characters who can be 
blown away like a phantom. But in the eighth century — ^indeed, 
until the eighteenth century — ^they were powerful realities and 
loomed hke giants in establishing customs that denied women lead- 
ership in the Church and so in Christian music. And the effect of 
what they did survives in our culture today to a degree that should 
shock both men and women. 

The participation of either men or women in the musical life of 
the newly forming Christian culture depended primarily, as it must 
in any age and among any people, upon the ideas of the group con- 
cerning the utihty of music. Christians believed in the power of 
music. They sanctioned its use with the religious ceremony in order 
to enhance the affective quality of the rites and prayers. Music was 
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held, however, within certain bounds prescribed by the ecclesiasti- 
cal authorities. 

The dance was absolutely forbidden and has never been reinstated 
in Christian worship. Dancing is too much associated with the body 
to permit its transformation into a purely incorporeal state. F or sev- 
eral centuries the wail laments disappeared from choral literature 
intended for Church use. Laments were too actively associated with 
women to be divorced suddenly from their begetters. Instruments 
were probably allowed, but did not play an important part until 
later. Singing was the method employed to affect the deity. In mel- 
ody to accompany the liturgical texts, Christian musical art devel- 
oped. 

There was a fierce struggle to suppress all singing outside of 
church and monastery. Religious canticles could be sung at home, 
but only those with Christian texts. Choral spring and love songs, 
wedding songs, and especially songs based upon the wail assumed 
a sinful character. When the bishops issued prohibitions against the 
choruses of men and women who were carrying on age-old customs 
of song and dance at the seasonal festivals, they alluded invariably 
to the character of the songs and dances as being ‘erotic,” “obscene,” 
“scurrilous,” or “the Devil's songs.” Bishop Caesarius of Arles ( Sermo 
XIII) made the complaint in 542: “How many peasants and how 
many women know by heart and recite out loud the Devil's songs, 
erotic and obscene.” 

Except for religious canticles in the home, song — Christian music 
— existed only in the churches and monasteries. At that time, no 
other institutions functioned. Because a woman could not enter 
religious institutions in honor without trailing with her the fancied 
dishonor attached to human birth, her performance of instrumental 
and vocal music fell into the same category of evil that she herself 
assumed. 

Because prostitutes played instruments of music, Christian girls 
were never to play them. The great teacher Jerome wrote in his 
letter Ad Laetam, concerning the education of girls: “Let the maid 
of God be, as it were, deaf toward instruments. Let her not know 
why the flute, the lyre, and the zither have been made.” Basileus 
said that it was a pitiful sight for pious eyes to see a woman singing 
to the lyre instead of weaving. This attitude is taken by Arnobius, 
Commodian, Basil of Caesarea, and others. That the notion per- 
sisted is evinced by numerous medieval representations of the wise 
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and foolish virgins in which the foohsh ones hold musical instru- 
ments in their hands as an indication of their levity. Nothing was 
said about boys not playing instruments. It was not that girls were 
incapable of playing the cittern and the flute and the lyre; it was not 
that they played less skillfully or with less musicianship than boys; 
it was simply that the risk that their music might distract men — the 
chosen leaders for developing the life of the spirit — could not be 
taken. ( See Plate 52. ) 

The hturgical choirs of girls, who had preceded the boy choirs, 
eventually became cloistered in their own monasteries and no longer 
served in the public churches. 

Choirs of laywomen and girls, as well as of professional musicians, 
were absolutely forbidden. Congregational singiag by women was 
also forbidden, even when they were in church with their famihes. 
The converted Jew St. Paul, imbued from childhood with a distrust 
of women, commanded them to be silent in church. A little later, 
Cyrillus of Jerusalem, also a bitter enemy of women, taught that they 
were to read and pray softly with the hps, without sound: ‘Tor I do 
not allow a woman to speak in church.’" In the Didascalis of 318 
the singing of women in church was forbidden; in the Council of 
Laodicea (367), congregational singing was abandoned and the 
musical portions of the service were placed in the hands of a trained 
choir of men and boys; in the Synod of Antioch (379), women were 
forbidden to join with men in chanting the Psalms. Mothers could 
not give their own thanksgiving for motherhood in imitation of 
Mary. Mothers could only listen to Kttle boys or nuns singing the 
song of rejoicing for the birth of the Saviour. As already shown, such 
customs had at first only local authority, but they gradually came to 
be accepted as proper by the whole Christian body. 

Professional women musicians submitted to regulations that prac- 
tically prevented them from pursuing a musical career and remaining 
respected members of the Church. St. Chrysostom ( fourth century ) 
despised the professional mourners. “Anyone who hires these 
wretched women shall be excluded from the Church for a long time, 
hke an idolater.” Bishop Hippolytus ( fifth century ) had the same 
feeling: “A woman who attracts people with her beautiful but delud- 
ing sweetness of voice (which is full of seduction to sin) must give 
up her trade and wait forty days if she is to receive communion. 
Then only may she receive the mysteries.” 

Finally, the authority of several sects began to disapprove of the 
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girl choirs unless the girls had taken the vow of chastity and had be- 
come nuns. Women and girls were expected to sing their rehgious 
canticles in humble tones or with a sexless quality Hke that of imma- 
ture boys. The natural, rich, low-pitched voice of the mature woman 
was absolutely tabooed, and was not introduced as a vocal instru- 
ment for many centuries. The musical terms used now to designate 
vocal parts that are higher than the normal range of men s voices de- 
veloped from mens usage, not womehs. Soprano means su'petius, or 
the highest, no matter what the pitch. Its feminine form— never used 
— ^would be soprana. Alto means altus, or high — ^high for men. The 
form "alta" would be meaningless and never appeared. Neither term, 
soprano or alto, had originally anything whatever to do with women, 
and there is still no word for the woman s natural voice. 

The training of little boys to sing the high vocal parts of Christian 
music was the beginning of a practice that has persisted to this day 
in the Church, and that perpetuated the morbid idea of the Greeks 
at the beginning of their decadence — ^that the innocence of young 
boys could be made a healthy substitute for the natural purity of 
girlhood. The whole conception symbolizes the movement to de- 
grade the natural woman and to limit her opportunities to be a musi- 
cian merely because she was a woman. 

The Church Fathers themselves made an explanation and an excuse 
for their attitude. The charm of women, the appeal of their voices, 
and their whole emotional life as expressed in music had unfortu- 
nately been associated with a land of ritual that in the fourth century 
had fallen from its former high estate. At various times it had been 
necessary to regulate the extremes of orgiastic worship associated 
with the old goddesses and with primitive religion. Exaggerated 
demonstrations of grief at funerals had fallen into this category. 
Early in the history of Athens, one of Solon s laws had forbidden 
citizens to hire more than ten professional mourners and flutists to 
perform music at funerals. And in 185 a.d. the Romans, usually toler- 
ant of any religion, suppressed the order of the Bacchantes after 
women had held a three-day secret celebration that seems to have 
caused public protest. There had long been denunciations on the 
part of all decent people against the sexual orgies and other vulgar 
exhibitions of some of the aristocratic Romans. Music by women 
had always accompanied and stimulated the obscenities. A reaction 
to such excesses was both inevitable and healthy, to be regrette^d 
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only because Christian leaders allowed the incurable human failing 
of immoderation to becloud the issue. 

Despite their behef in the power of music as practiced by men to 
enoble character, the Church Fathers apparently never made any 
provisions for women (except as nuns) to integrate music with for- 
mal religious devotion or for women to take the lead in finding spirit- 
ual sustenance through Christian music. After about the fifth century, 
laywomen dropped out of the organized musical life of Christianity. 
The singing and dancing of peasants and of the noblewomen in 
their castles continued, as we shall see, in spite of and in successful 
revolt against the plans of the priesthood for the use of music. 
Whether women made any formal protest against the rulings that 
fixed their relation to music for a thousand years to come and more, 
whether they reahzed at the time the full extent of the repression, is 
unfortunately not recorded. 

This movement reached its height as the whole civihzed world 
was faUing into decay. Just as the brief brilHant triumph of classical 
Greece in taking over women's rituals and music and in suppressing 
women s part in them was followed by the long slow decay of Greek 
creative talent, so now the triumph of the Church leaders in e limin ate 
ing women from all authoritative participation in ritual and music 
coincided with the beginning of general social darkness in Europe. 
The Roman Empire fell. The old civilized life of the Mediterranean 
cities was overrun by barbarians, or decayed of itself. It was to be 
several centuries before the fresh energies of the stiU primitive and 
pagan north of Europe could become effective in reviving Western 
culture. Under such circumstances it was hard for women to unite 
and make a stand. Isolated as individuals and groups, amidst gen- 
eral social chaos, they had to make the best of things as they were. 

The unfortunate thing is not that all this happened long ago. The 
unfortunate thing is that, fundamentally, it has not yet been undone. 

When men departed from Jesus’ way of love and tolerance, they 
broke with women and created a situation that has never ceased to 
be death-deahng to woman’s imaginative faculty. The Church, 
which should have enabled the noblest men and the noblest women 
to seek spiritual regeneration for all humanity, became primarily an 
institution for men’s point of view, men’s imagery. From the fourth 
century to the twentieth. Church leaders have given no serious 
thought to the needs of women for ritual and music created by 
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women themselves — ^ritual and music both being capable of nourish- 
ing that part of the spirit known as the imagination. Although men 
would not be satisfied without their own symbols, rites, leaders, and 
their own spiritual sustenance, they have expected women for nearly 
two thousand years to feed their imaginations on crumbs from the 
men’s table. 

Women lost their symbols, their rites to emphasize their own 
strength, their leaders. They lost more than that — self-confidence in 
their own powers to be a dynamic, beneficent influence on humanity 
backed by the reverence of men for them as such. It was because 
women were regarded as a menace to the life of the spirit and as in- 
terfering with the quest of their men for salvation that they were for- 
bidden to be priestesses and choristers. As recently as 1928, bishops 
of the Church of England gave the reason identical with that of the 
early Church Fathers for refusing the petition of women for ordina- 
tion. Men might be emotionally disturbed, they said, by women’s 
presence near the symbol of spiritual regeneration. 

Barriers between women and music did not arise from any lack of 
natural musical talent, skill, intellect, or imaginative faculty on the 
part of women. Merely because nature had fashioned her body for 
the purpose of carrying a child, a human being was deprived of the 
use of the mimetic rite and music — ^two of the basic means of expres- 
sion and communication. The inevitable result has been slow spirit- 
ual starvation. 

Instead of entering the Christian way in the pride of womanhood, 
in aflSbrmation of her "Artemis value,” woman approached it in nega- 
tion. Instead of glorifying her existence, she started apologizing for 
it and so killed the spirit in which imagery gestates. "Daughters of 
Jerusalem,” said Jesus to his followers, "weep for yourselves and for 
your children.” 

Weep for yourselves, O Daughters of the Moon! 
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JL N THE darkness that had fallen on women at the end of the 
fourth century a.d., in many parts of the Christian world, even in its 
highest councils, and in the silence that had been laid on their 
music, there began to gleam again a faint, thin crescent of light. Like 
the moon in her nights of darkness, the music of women had not 
really vanished. It was only obscured. And to this day it is still only a 
crescent, with the full moon stiU a long way off. Nevertheless, the 
waxing had begun. 

This new moon rose over rude collections of huts and clumsy farm 
buildings surrounded by walls, in which some rough, stormy prin- 
cess of the north gathered the more rebellious and self-assertive 
women of her circle and defied men to marry them against their will 
or keep them married, by putting themselves under the protection 
of the Church. For as the Roman rule over the forests and farmlands 
of France and Germany crumbled, the missionaries of the Roman 
Christian Church took over and began to organize the turbulent 
north. 

The first to see the many advantages these polished, cultured, and 
subtle persons from the old civilized world had to offer were often 
the wives or women relatives of the so-called “kings” and “nobles” of 
the northern tribes. One of these, the high-spirited Chrotield, 
adopted Christianity, and was then, with some adroit persuasion on 
the part of the Christian bishops, married to the leading German 
barbarian. King Clovis. She forthwith required him to become a 
Christian and all his people with him. Thus was Christianity estab- 
lished among the Franks. In the next three centuries this Germanic 
tribe took over the rule of all Europe and produced a great emperor, 
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Charlemagne, who was crowned in Rome in 800 a.d. as emperor of 
New Roman Empire — the Holy Roman Empire. Chrotield, in order 
to assert her independence of any man, even the King, estabhshed a 
religious house for women near Rouen, but she was no model of 
Christian meekness. 

The example of Chrotield was followed by "princess"' after "prin- 
cess" among the conquering Teutonic tribes. No man of the royal 
Frankish house entered a monastery. But the women formed reli- 
gious establishments everywhere. In so doing they were able to re- 
assert the ancient power and independence that women had held 
among the imcultured Aryan-speaking tribes of Europe from time 
immemorial. Big, blunt women, strong of limb, downright of speech, 
resolute of will, most often flaxen-haired or red-haired and blue- 
eyed, splendid in fur mantles and heavy gold ornaments, these prin- 
cesses were stiU of the race of the old mother-chieftainesses and 
priestesses. They did not intend to be broken by men if they could 
help it So, one after another, the noblewomen, with the help and 
connivance of the Roman bishops, set up their own religious estab- 
lishments, often on lands they themselves owned and flatly refused 
to transfer to a husband. 

In the centuries to come, succeeding generations of "nuns" were 
slowly broken to the rule of the Church. But meanwhile they were 
given at least a limited opportunity to develop their talents in litera- 
ture and music. 

One of the early religious houses for women was founded at Poi- 
tiers by Radegund, the high-tempered wife of King Cloathcar, who 
ruled all of France, Burgundy, and Thuringia, and some lands in 
Italy and Spain. But he could never rule Radegund. When he ob- 
jected to her failure to have his meals on time and her neglect of his 
company for that of any scholarly man who came to her court, she 
appealed to the bishop to consecrate her a deaconess and let her set 
up her own monastery for women. And thereupon she offered up 
her embroidered clothes, her girdle heavy with gold, and all her 
gems in the oratory of St. Jumer, and went forth clad only in thick 
flowing robes of a brownish, undyed wool. When King Cloathcar 
appealed to the Church to send her back, she said she would die 
rather than return to him. Since Cloathcar had seven recognized 
wives, of whom she was the fifth, she may have thought he could 
find feminine company for himself. 

As head of her own rehgious establishment, Radegund led a vivid 
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public life in touch with bishops and various turbulent kings. She left 
an equally vivid Hterary record of herself, including three poems in 
the form of elegies. One of them told the tragic story of her young 
friend Galeswith, who was murdered shortly after her marriage to 
King Chilperic. The lament in this poem is intoned by several 
women in turn. "The cry which sounds through these lines is the cry 
of a woman — ^the expression of tender and fiery passion ... a sug- 
gestion of the strength of a woman of all countries and for aU time.” ^ 
When Radegund died in the year 587, the women who had left 
homes and families to foUow her crowded around her bier, wailing 
after the immemorial pattern of the women s dirge, "To whom, 
Mother, hast thou left us orphans? To whom shall we turn in our 
distress? . . . The earth is now darkened to us ... Woe unto us 
who are left by our holy mother.” ^ 

Radegund could not only read and write but was as well educated 
as any man of her day. For it was one of the great attractions of 
these monasteries that in them women could acquire the mysteries 
of reading and writing and learn the spiritually beautiful music of 
the Church. Women set themselves to learn the church music with 
much eager experiment over pitch and tone and with hours of de- 
voted practice. 

In the time of Radegund this music was reaching its cHmax in the 
marvelous art of Gregorian plain song. From Italy the churchmen 
who were converting and organizing the barbarians were bringing 
it to the north. 

2 . 

To understand the relation of women in convents to this church 
music, it is necessary to review what had happened to music in the 
Church. As has been said, dance music, wedding music, laments, 
and many types of social and ritual music formerly composed by 
women, as well as men, had been forbidden. This was a barrier to 
the creative musical power of men composers as well as women. 
Since the rehgious dance was forbidden, men gave up composing 
dance music. For centuries, musicians avoided the laments that had 
been so rigorously prohibited by the Church. They did not compose 
music for weddings, since the marriage rite was not, at first, a part of 
the religious service. It is possible that men suffered no great depri- 
vation by abandoning the dance, the wedding songs, and the la- 
ments. These forms of expression had always been associated with 
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women and were never used as freely and consistently by men. This 
fact may explain why the prohibitions against pagan music were 
largely directed against women. 

However, despite the many prohibitions against women’s music 
and their exclusion from priestly offices, women in convents in the 
more civilized south and east had cultivated Christian music. This is 
evident from what Bishop Gregory of Nyssa wrote of his mother, St, 
Emily of Cappadocia, and his sister Macrina, 

St. Emily of Cappadocia and her daughter Macrina are striking 
examples of leading Christian women. These two fourth-century 
saints were hereditary Christians of noble family. Macrina was both 
beautiful and brilliant. When she was still a child she knew all the 
Psalms by heart. Later she instructed her brother Basil in philosophy. 
She would not marry, but settled near her mother and gathered 
young women around her, teaching them to pray and sing in the 
Christian manner. Macrina was regarded by the whole countryside 
as a holy person, possessing supernatural powers. She miraculously 
cured a chstinguished soldiers daughter of blindness and caused 
corn to grow in her own fields in time of famine. Upon the occasion 
of her last illness, her great brother Bishop Gregory of Nyssa hurried 
to her, and afterward v^ote an account of her death and burial. In 
his book Life of Sf. Macrina, Gregory mentions first of all, in enthusi- 
astic terms, the spiritual qualities of his mother and sister. ‘"Such was 
the manner of their life, so great the height of their philosophy, and 
so holy their conduct, day and night, as to make verbal description 
inadequate. . . . These women, Emily and Macrina, fell short of the 
angehc and immaterial nature only in so far as they appeared in 
bodily form.” ® 

All through the account, Gregory alludes to the singing of the 
nuns. "The voice of the choir was summoning us to the evening serv- 
ice .. . Macrina wished to repeat the thanksgiving sung at the 
lighting of the lamps.” ^ Gregory describes the mourning rites: “Vir- 
gins’ voices singing psalms mingled with the lamentations were fill- 
ing the place; somehow the news had quickly spread throughout the 
whole neighborhood, and all the people that lived near were stream- 
ing towards the place, so that the entrance hall could no longer 
hold the concourse.”® When they were all assembled Gregory or- 
dered the psalms to be sung by both sexes in the rhythmical and 
harmonious fashion of choral singing. 

The most significant part of the account is the description of the 
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all-night vigil preceding the funeral, when the nuns, alone with their 
abbess’ body and their own grief, cried and bewailed in the manner 
customary at Christian wakes: 

"The light of our eyes has gone out. 

The hght that guided our souls has been taken away. 

The safety of our life is destroyed. 

The seal of immortality is removed. 

The bond of restraint has been taken away. 

The support of the weak has been broken. 

The healing of the sick removed. 

In thy presence the night became to us as day. 

Illumined with pure life. 

But now even our day will be turned to gloom.^ ® 

These Cappadocian nuns were only one community out of hun- 
dreds estabhshed in Christendom. In many monasteries the holy 
women were adapting old pagan rites into Christian ways and were 
contributing their own expressions to the stream of song that was to 
be hturgical music. The lament of Macrina’s followers is merely a link 
in the chain of dirges that extends from Mary’s own song of mourn- 
ing to Queen Abbess Radegund’s magnificent epic six hxmdred years 
later. 

Men did not begin to create music for the religious ceremony until 
after Christianity had been established as the official rehgion of the 
Empire, until the persecutions had stopped, until a hierarchy had 
been organized, and imtil the circumstances gave them an objective 
upon which to focus their musical ideas. Then singing was author- 
ized as the direct extension of the functions of religious officials. 
Musically minded churchmen directed their imaginations toward 
creating the hturgical song known as plain song. 

Plain song had no utihty except as an integral part of the rehgious 
rites and the hturgical texts. The melodies followed exactly the 
rhythm and intention of the words, just as much as any primitive 
song ever did. Only these persons who celebrated the rites and who 
repeated the prayers had the proper quahfications to be authorita- 
tive musicians. Christian music makers were the members of the 
hierarchy — ^pope, cardinals, bishops, priests, clerics, monks — and 
nuns. 

For many centuries the composition of music was limited to htur- 
gical song. The laity, although undoubtedly as talented as their 
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brothers and sisters in the hierarchy, were not expected to compose 
the hturgical music. If one did not belong to the class chosen to 
make the music, one had no opportunity or incentive or training to 
do so. In the early days this barrier applied to men as well as to 
women. The names of robber barons do not appear among the com- 
posers of church music. Only later did the work of professional men 
musicians — trained, of course, by monks, the only educators — ^begin 
to be acceptable to the ecclesiastical authorities. But although the 
class of chosen musicians was later enlarged to include the profes- 
sional who was not a member of the hierarchy, all churchmen at first 
submitted to barriers against a free use of music. 

The limitation on the composition of any music except liturgical 
music by churchmen was increased by the social disorder that pre- 
vailed everywhere except in a few religious retreats. Until about 800 
A.D., Christian Europe struggled against the inroads of the barbarians 
from the north and the Saracen invasions from Spain. Only gradu- 
ally did the medieval castles and their walled towns become per- 
manent centers for civilization. Universities, theaters, and other pub- 
lic forums were as yet unorganized. Learning and music lived only 
in church and monasteiy. Christian music was religious music, cre- 
ated and performed under the authority of the Church, 

3. 

Plain song was introduced into the convents for women, and be- 
came an earnest expression of their own spiritual life. In the early 
days some abbots and abbesses observed perpetual adoration, keep- 
ing shifts of singers on duty day and night. In later times certain or- 
ders prescribed only the recitation and not the singing of prayers 
and psalms. Between these two extremes, customs varied. From the 
fifth century until about the thirteenth, when many other orders 
arose, the rule of St. Benedict and St. Scholastica attracted the ma- 
jority of the noblemen and -women who entered monasteries. Bene- 
dict and his sister advocated the use of music. Monks and nuns of 
the numerous Benedictine monasteries often spent from five to eight 
hours daily in the practice and performance of liturgical song. 

The life of the monastery revolved around the performance of the 
prayer service and the celebration of mass. The rites were con- 
ducted and the liturgy recited at regular intervals during the day 
and night. Mass was celebrated once, and often more than once, 
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every day. Its choral portions are the Introit, Kyrie eleison, Gloria, 
Gradual, Alleluia or Tract, Sequence, Credo, Offertory, Sanctus, 
Agnus Dei, and Communion. The prayer service consisted of matins, 
at about two a.m.; lauds, at about four-thirty a.m.; prime, tierce, 
sext, and nones during the day; vespers at twilight; and compline 
before retiring for the night. The whole set of devotions was known 
as the horae, canonical hours, or the oflBces. 

The singing of nuns was a serious rehgious matter, sanctioned 
chiefly for the purpose of enhancing the value of prayers to the Al- 
mighty. Provisions were made for the singers to be properly trained. 
Each convent had its own nun-teacher. She was called cantrix, can- 
t Orissa^ Sdngerin, or Singmeisterin according to the language of her 
country. At Syon (England) the chantress had to be "cunning and 
perfect in reading and singing.” Women conducted the services at 
the canonical hours by themselves, under their own leadership, but a 
priest always intruded upon their privacy for the purpose of cele- 
brating mass, thus limiting the opportunity for them to make innova- 
tions in the service as the monks did. 

With a few strokes of the pen, one can describe the number of 
hours spent by medieval nuns in the pursuit of music, or depict a 
group of them in action. But a whole volume could scarcely do jus- 
tice to musical life in the convents. To begin with, it is no insignifi- 
cant achievement to assemble a group, large or small, eight or nine 
times a day for the purpose of singing to God. With no thought of an 
earthly reward, for almost two thousand years, in the dead of night, 
in cold, unheated chapels, these dedicated women have been ear- 
nestly striving to save their souls and those of humanity. Throughout 
the centinries the excellence of nuns^ singing has been commented 
upon by their contemporaries. The beautiful, clear voices rising and 
falling to the incomparable melodies of Gregorian plain chant seem 
to have given musical satisfaction to all who heard them. The nuns 
functioned in a narrow groove, but they deepened it by genuine 
devotion. 

4 . 

Plain song reached its sixth and seventh cen- 

turies, and again in the lunA^^^^EenlFfi^^ began to be written down. 
During these years the skill and inspiration that flowed into it were 
anonymous. So we have no way of knowing how much of it can be 
credited to the women in the early religious houses. If their music 
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was as fresh and real as some of their writing, their contribution was 
considerable. 

Nevertheless, despite the scope given to womens talents in the 
convents, it must be recognized that they were under severe repres- 
sions, which did not aflEect men, in the development of their talents. 
It is true that on the practical and material side, all Christians re- 
spected the abbess, who, as leader of women under monasticism, in- 
herited many of the prerogatives of the primitive queen and priest- 
ess. St. Macrina exemplifies the high status of many abbess-saints 
whose advice was sought in the early synods and councils. Through- 
ouj feudal times these aristocratic women had the power of a bishop 
wi^m the limits of their ^Ogastic precincts and carried the crozier 
as a sign of their rank. Again and again they demonstrated them- 
selves to be the intellectual and spiritual peers of their relatives the 
popes and bishops, emperors and kings. 

But ecdesiastiic^ in the Middle Ages, firmly established by 
men aSS:’”V^^qpiesced in by the majority of women, stood uncom- 
promisingly against the emancipation of women from the stigma of 
spiritual inferiority. For all her proven ability and her acknowledged 
beneficent influence, any abbess stood potentially lower on the rungs 
of the hierarchal ladder than the most obscure little boy. She could 
never be a Christian priestess. Even for her ovm nuns, whose spirit- 
ual mistress she was, she could never celebrate mass. The rich abbess 
of Las Huelgas, supreme over twelve monasteries of noblewomen in 
thirteenth-century Spain, was deprived of her revenues and finally 
excommunicated for defying this inexorable law. Church annals are 
filled with such edicts. 

Between a ll nun s and monks lay a great gulf. The monks belonged 
potentially to the upper ranks of the hierarchy; a monk could become 
a priest, a bishop, even pope. Th^loSlxs^ere ranked in the lower 
bracket only. And instead of being liberated from the distorted 
ideals of the early Church Fathers (as well as of their women follow- 
ers), the sisterhood became tainted through and through with the 
devaluation of women s collective potentiality for good. Singing had 
been authorized as a direct extension of the functions of the religious 
oflBcials. But music in the churches was performed by men and boys 
— ^not womerh Nuns, therefore, lost the prerogative of being the li- 
turgical choir'^in public as they had been in early Christian times. 
Nuns became more and more cloistered in their own precincts. Even 
there, they sang out of sight, behind a grille or cmtain. 
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Women in the hierarchy were both outnumbered and outranked 
by men, being excluded from the enormous company of Church offi- 
cials, from pope down to humble clerk. Until the thirteenth century, 
the clergy could be married men and so had the advantage of being 
able to lead normal lives. Nuns had the same status as monks, but 
were not nearly so numerous. The majority of women married and 
from them no music was expected. The total number of women from 
whom music might come was far less than the number of potential 
men musicians. 

Particularly pertinent to the development of creative imagination 
is the fact that a monk was always in the position where he could 
exchange ideas with his fellow men, some of whom were leaders of 
the Christian group. A nun, on the other hand, was rarely admitted 
to the inner circle of authority. The convent was not die highest 
forum for discussion and women did not freely enter the mens 
forums. A nun, therefore, was given no broad chance to test experi- 
ments in symbohc thinking, or to match artistic effort, or to prove 
the validity of such effort by trial before auditors who were at the 
same time sympathetic, skilled, and also of the highest authority. Be- 
fore original work could be accepted by the whole society, it was 
subject to the approval of men, who openly announced their scorn of 
everything feminine. In a handbook of canon law, the principle of 
women's subjection is clearly stated: ‘The very nature of religious 
hfe demands from the sisters submission to the ecclesiastical hier- 
archy.” ® 

There was a further difficulty, and one that strikes at the very root 
of the matter. This was the ideal of virginity, as elaborated by men 
and preached into the ears of women in their tender and impression- 
able years. Since for men sex begins and ends in a swift impulsive 
release with no further effects or consequences, save as a man as- 
sumes them vicariously, the Christian preacher tended to think of 
sex as the sex act only. And having determined, in pursuit of peace 
and self-discipHne, to deny or limit this in their own lives, they feared 
and distrusted the attraction of women. Women were to be sup- 
pressed because men s own impulses toward women were to be sup- 
pressed. 

But for women, sex is only the beginning of instinctive movements 
of mind and feelings which, so far as the deepest unconscious life is 
concerned, they have entirely to themselves. The true soul of woman, 
her unique psyche, distinct from that of the male, is that of the 
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woman who grows a child in her own body, bears it in sweat and 
blood and tears, and nourishes it with milk from her own breast. The 
total experience is so tremendous that it dwarfs all others of the 
physical and emotional life. It involves the depths of pain, the heights 
of triumph. However woman may try to put the subconscious aware- 
ness of this from her she never can, because month by month she is 
relentlessly reminded of it 

When men talked of sexual abstinence or of the glories of vir- 
ginity in terms of their own biology — ^which in comparison with 
women s is a deficit of nature— they completely ignored the psycho- 
logical necessity for women to respect these great life facts. They 
further injured women’s psyche by taking over the imagery of wom- 
en s lives and elaborating it into allegory and theology. Christ, God, 
or the bishop nourishes something or other as a mother. Something 
or other flows as ^^milk from the divine breasts. There is no end to 
this ingenious pretense. To this distortion of their own woman s ex- 
perience, and to a man s terror lest he should be turned from his way 
of salvation, women, as virgins dedicated to God, were subjected. 

Sometimes the effort to tell women how they might sublimate 
their own impulses, instead of permitting them to find the far nobler 
and grander way to which jiature had pointed them, approached 
downright indecency. Imagine some lone male priest, of the sex that 
alone was allowed to oflBciate at the altar, coming into a convent of 
women, some of them very young, and exhorting them in these 
words: "After the kiss of peace in the mass, when the priest conse- 
crates, forget there all the world, and there be entirely out of the 
body; there in glowing love embrace your spouse, Christ, who is 
come down from heaven into the bower of your breast, and hold 
him fast until he has granted you all you wish. ^ 

Between the suppression of womans every normal impulse, the 
identification of her sacred power of giving birth with the evil and 
undesirable, and the feverish tendency to interpret religion to 
women in terms of their own repressed male impulses, the domi- 
nance of men in the higher oflSces of the Church kept women s real 
soul in a position in which it could not really function. What a 
woman was offered and what she accepted in the nunnery was an 
artificial and inferior and crudely imitative substitute for her own 
real spiritual life. 

Yet the temptation to accept this was very great. In the Europe of 
that day the opportunities for lifelong monogamous marriage with 
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dignified and free motherhood were very few. The monastery was 
freedom from the rude dominance of some unloved man. It was free- 
dom, too, from very crude physical toil. “And now I ask,’' ran one 
apology for the life of nuns, "Tiow does the wife stand when she 
comes in, hears her child scream, sees the cat at the flitch, and the 
hound at the hide? Her cake is burning on the stone hearth, her calf 
is sucking up the milk, the earthen pot is overflowing into the fire, 
and the churl [or servant] is scolding. Though it be an odious tale, 
it ought, maiden, to deter thee more strongly from marriage, for it 
does not seem easy to her who has tried it. Thou, happy maiden, who 
has fully removed thy self out of the servitude as a free daughter of 
God.” 

The way in which the tendency of men both to suppress women^s 
musical artistic expression and to take over and perform themselves 
what women had thought out is shown in the case of two inventions 
that are natural expressions of women s life, but not nearly so natural 
for the men who appropriated them. One was the liturgical play, 
which turned upon the experiences of such women as Mary, the 
mother of Jesus, and the other Marys who were his friends. The 
other was the ceremonies associated with the death of their own 
women friends and leaders in the monastery. Over and over again, 
nuns were forbidden to act in the liturgical plays. Women could not 
even reproduce the scene in which the three Marys visited the holy 
sepulcher on Easter morning. In all Europe and England, the Easter 
drama has so far been found in only six monasteries for women, 
whereas in the monasteries for men the play was never suppressed. 
Monks elaborated the idea, imitated it for other feasts, such as 
Christmas, Epiphany, Palm Sunday, and Pentecost They took it 
from monastery to church and finally to the pubhc market place. 
Freedom to develop the events of Christ s and Mary's lives in forms 
of the mimetic rite according to their own interpretation was con- 
sistently withheld from women. 

Yet Aere is evidence that women participated in the forerunners 
of the medieval Hturgical play. The very character of the people — 
accustomed to display feelings of joy or grief in church, drilled for 
centuries in the mimetic rite — imphes that action was often inte- 
grated with worship. The History of the Blessed Virgin Mary records 
that Mary and her women followers used to talk about Jesus all day 
long and that they mourned for him dt regular intervals. Feminae 
Bnnctores of the Marcion sect, marching in a procession into the hall 
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where the congregation sat, carried lamps and gave laments for the 
sins of the world. Bishop Methodius' girls impersonated the charac- 
ters in his play Concerning Virtue. A first-century fragment of a story 
about Seilah, Jephtha s daughter, suggests that some early writer 
had planned another play for girls. Men and women worshiping in 
the church at Gethsemane during the fourth century acted out the 
events of the day of Crucifixion— probably the original form of the 
Stations of the Cross. The few surviving traditions about the power- 
ful Marianite women of Spain and Bordeaux ( France ) indicate that 
they inoitated, at their secret ceremonies, the grief and joy of Mary 
and her disciples. In at least six medieval monasteries nuns per- 
formed the Easter rite of the visit of the three Marys to the sepul- 
cher. In the version presented at Origny St. Benoite, one verse of 
Mary's lament is unique; in the Barking text, there is a special verse 
for the lament and another for the cry of joy that appear nowhere 
else. 

It is surprising to find that the dramas developed by monks in me- 
dieval times were so frequently scenes in which women characters 
dominated. The visit to the sepulcher was the oldest and the most 
frequently performed by men. Monks acted also the visit of the preg- 
nant Mary to the pregnant Elizabeth, the lament of Rachel for her 
children slain by Herod, the episode of the wise and foolish virgins 
(Sponsus), and the Christmas story. How very odd that they so 
rarely dramatized events in which men had had the foremost place, 
such as the last supper! One might reasonably infer that the first 
Christian women had been inventing their own rites for two or three 
hundred years and that men had been impressed through these cen- 
turies witii women's interpretation and selection of material for use 
in the religious ceremony. Some abbots did perceive that it really 
was not suitable for men to take the women's parts in these plays. It 
was degrading, they said, to pose as women. Others objected to the 
falsetto voice — it reminded one of the evil inherent in women's 
voices. But it was not suggested that women be allowed to take the 
women's parts in representing episodes in a woman's intimate life, 
which, badly played in a crude, secondhand way by men, were stiU 
the most moving episodes in the religious drama. 

The refusal to accord women their immemorial privilege of ofii- 
ciating in the rites of death was another example of the appropria- 
tion by monks of women's rituals and women's musical inspiration. 
As early as the third century, when the first convents were being es- 
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tabKshed in Egypt, St. Schenute of Atripe and St Pachomius or- 
dered that funerals of nuns were to be conducted by monks only. 
The sisters could merely listen to the praying and singing. Pachomius 
moderated the rule by allowing six nuns to follow the cortege at a 
suitable distance.^^ In the double monasteries housing both monks 
and nuns, such a direction from the abbot in charge was indeed a 
cruel deprivation to the women and is a striking example of the un- 
willingness of men in authority to give qualified women responsibil- 
ity for correcting abuses in their own aflEairs. To cut them off arbi- 
trarily from participation in the rite that had been since time im- 
memorial the chief incentive to women's most notable musical 
achievements meant the erection of a high barrier between the sec- 
ond-century nuns and the composition of music. That the custom of 
having monks take the lead at nuns’ funerals persisted can be seen 
in the account of Abbess Hathxnnoda’s fimeral in ninth-century 
Saxony. In the great, rich abbey of Gandersheim, where the famous 
Hrosthwitha wrote her plays and her music, the nuns had to send for 
the monk Wichbert to compose the funeral chants and merely give 
the response themselves to his verses. That such limitations upon the 
freedom of nuns to create existed in some, even if not in aU monas- 
teries, lowered materially the possible number of nun composers at 
the same time that it raised the possible number of monk musicians. 

Unfamiharity with this aspect of Christian Church history is 
largely responsible for the general failure to understand the relation 
of women to music in the convents. On the surface, monastic life 
appears to have provided the necessary incentives to all musically 
minded nuns. Certainly many women in the convents were able to 
ignore the prohibitions and went their own way. Hundreds of edicts 
repeated again and again through the centuries prove the active re- 
sistance of women to their prescribed status. Undoubtedly, many in- 
dividual churchmen were Christhke in their attitude toward women 
and had no deliberate intention of denying them the right to think in 
terms of music. But on the whole, organized Christianity — Church 
and priestcraft — effected a repression of the natural woman. Even 
those men who appreciated the value of womanhood to Christianity 
failed to take a militant stand against the profaners of women. If 
some few did favor giving women recognition as oflBcials in the 
Church, they were greatly in the minority. On the whole, men im- 
bued with the Christian spirit believed in being kind and merciful to 
individual women but not in allowing women to be self-assertive or 
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independent collectively. “The head of the woman is the man/’ said 
St Paul, and in this principle most people concurred. How limited 
were the opportunities of nuns to succeed as musicians! 


5 . 

But as time went on the women s monasteries acquired such 
wealth and power, such a tradition of skill and learning, that in a few 
rich and favored houses, from the ninth century on, women began 
to assert considerable artistic independence. In the ninth century, 
the Byzantine nun Kassia composed a canon and a sticheron that 
were incorporated with the hturgy of the Greek Orthodox Church 
for Holy Week. In the tenth century the nun Hrosthwitha displayed 
remarkable talent in writing poetry and drama. Into her various 
works she inserted dissertations on mathematics and music, demon- 
strating her familiarity with these subjects. 

Hrosthwitha got the materials for her dramas and legends in the 
well-stocked library of Gandersheim, which included every kind of 
classical and medieval literature, copied and decorated by genera- 
tions of nun-scribes. It is thought that the reading of one of her leg- 
ends, retold in her fresh and novel way, was a regular feature that 
preceded the convent meal in the refectory and that the reading 
closed with a grace of eight hnes, probably intoned. This shows the 
great stimulus that regular institutional support can give the artist 
and musician. Hrosthwitha had a regular incentive, a participating 
audience, a critical and sensitive group who wanted her work and 
whom she tried to serve. 

The women in great rich monasteries such as Gandersheim, Bark- 
ing, or Origny St. Benoite often had not much in common with an 
ascetic, detached life and the dark garb of the traditional nun. This 
is shown by the recurring efforts to get them to dress more soberly. 
The greatest work of art produced in the women s houses — Herrad s 
Garden of Delight — shows women in gowns of different colors, with 
brilliantly colored red and purple veils. Herrad was a scholar, artist, 
and poetess whose large and varied talents blossomed at Hohenburg, 
a monastery on top of a high spur of the Vosges mountain, overlook- 
ing the Rhine. In the words she 'wrote for the nuns to celebrate their 
espousal to Christ there is something of the spirit of the old epithala- 
mium or wedding song of Greece. It is a very different spirit indeed 
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from the sickening sexiness of some masculine treatments of this idea 
of the sacred marriage. 

Hail, cohort of Hohenburg virgins, 

White as the lily and loving the Song of God, 

Herrad, your most devoted, your most faithful, 

Mother and handmaiden sings you this song. 

She greets you times countless and daily she prays 

That in glad victory you may triumph over things that pass .... 

Delights await you, riches are destined for you. 

The court of Heaven proffers you countless joys. 

Put around you noble circlets, and make your faces to shine 
Fair, freed from mental strife. 

Christ hates spot or stain, he abhors time-wom hnes .... 

With a dove-like faith call upon your Bridegroom, 

That your beauty may become an unbroken glory . . . 

Mary's Son's heavenly castle with its beauteous halls 
Be your home when the term of life is past . . . 

The shining Star of the Sea, the one virgin Mother 
Will join you to her Son in bond eternal . . . 

May you not leave the way before you have attained. Amen.^^ 

Beside the great work associated with her name, Herrad wrote an 
encyclopedia and much verse. The fragment of a two-part song and 
two hnes of a hturgical play remain to prove that the Abbess of Ho- 
henburg cultivated music. 

Another nun of great attainments was Mechthild of the hterary 
convent of Helfta, in Germany. Mechthilds visionary poems and 
writings are thought to have been one of the inspirations of Dante s 
Divine Comedy and to have been acknowledged by him in the 
lovely episode where he meets Matilda in the earthly paradise. As 
cantrix for thirty years in the Cistercian Convent at Helfta, Mech- 
thild existed in music and for music. Whether she was in the work- 
room or in the chapel, she poured out song from the bottom of her 
heart. One large group of her compositions consisted of the so-called 
^^spiritual love song” — ^the love song to Christ. This whole category 
had developed directly out of the prohibitions issued by Charle- 
magne and other authorities against women singing “winileodi” 
(love or sex poems) as they worked at their daily domestic tasks. 
Not being allowed to express love for a man, or even for the spring- 
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tide, the nuns transformed the words into passion for Christ. Lam- 
precht von Regensburg in 1218 recognized that women had in- 
vented the spiritual love song: "This art has originated with the 
women of our day in Brabant and in Bavaria. Good God, what kind 
of an art is it, that an old woman knows better than a witty man?” 
Mechthild made many "winileodi,” but her best work was centered 
in her musical settings for conventional ritual texts. When she was 
about to die, she asked the attending nuns to sing her own requiem. 

One of the most typical of these nuns of the Middle Ages, in her 
association with music, her encyclopedic knowledge, her fresh ap- 
proach to much that the male intellect was fumbling with, and her 
inevitable limitations, was the Abbess Hildegarde of Bingen on the 
Rhine. Her Flay of the Virtues ( Ordo Virtutem) is unique in the his- 
tory of medieval music. There is no other liturgical drama of her era, 
or before, that treats spiritual material an as allegory. Its whole con- 
ception is original. In its thought and text, it contains the principles 
developed by Cavaheri four hundred years later in the well-known 
Rappresentazione di Anime di Corpo, The play, however, was only 
one of seventy musical compositions — antiphons, responsoriums, se- 
quences, and hymns — ^that Hildegarde composed for the nuns and 
novices in her monastery at Bingen on the Rhine. The great abbess’ 
favorite hymn, "O. virga diademaf^ is still sung in the village church 
at Bingen and in other convents. An edition of some of her works 
was made in 1895 by Dom Pothier of Sol^smes Abbey. 

Hildegarde was also steeped in the hfe of the spirit. When very 
yoimg, she had visions and made prophecies that brought her public 
recognition. In maturity she was credited with superhuman intelli- 
gence. Kings and bishops not only sought her advice but abode by 
her decisions. According to the way of all sibyls, she claimed that she 
had received her knowledge of musical modulation and harmony 
direct from God and called herself the zither (or harp) of the Holy 
Spirit, the strings of which were plucked by the spirit of the Lord. 
The abbess was equally famed for her practical contacts with the 
poor and sick of her community. She had an intimate knowledge of 
the medical lore of her day and a reputation for almost miraculous 
heahng. Her book Materia Medica is still consulted for information 
about medieval medicine. As saint, prophetess, abbess, healer, musi- 
cian, this remarkable woman seems like a primitive priestess, com- 
bining in one person all the ancient magics. She would have been a 
power in her time even if she had never composed a note of music. 
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6 . 

Th© liistories and tiie musical achievements of these extraordinary 
nuns are significant for the relation of women to music in two ways. 
First, the fact that they composed music deemed important by their 
contemporaries goes far to explode the theory that women are inher- 
ently incapable of thinking in terms of music. Second, in the case of 
each of them, their place in history depends pnmarfiy on matters 
having nothing to do with music. The musical reputations of 
Mechthild, and Hildegarde were by-products of their achievements 
in activities other than music. Kassia was the beloved of an emperor 
who pursued her until their affair became notorious. In the thir- 
teenth century the popularity of mysticism brought several women 
into prominence, and nun-musicians became known because tihey 
were also mystics. Mechtilde, who lived in the Cistercian convent at 
Helfta with the celebrated St. Gertrude, was one of these visionar- 
ies. Having secured the attention of their contemporaries, whether 
intentionally or not, these nuns became recognized also as musicians 
and found a place in later histories of music and musicians. May 
there not have been scores of other nuns who were equally good 
composers, conducting their choirs, arranging and adapting the 
chant to suit the particular needs of their groups? Certainly in the 
early days this must have been the custom, since before the eleventh 
century and in some centers long after, music was not notated but 
was transmitted orally from teacher to teacher, from leader to choir. 
Such a practice naturally gave opportunity for local variations in the 
chants. For centuries, therefore, aU nun-musicians worked in an en- 
vironment that encouraged originality on the part of the choral con- 
ductor — ^provided, of course, the women were allowed to function 
freely. Even a Hildegarde could not rise out of a vacuum. Like 
Sappho, she had behind her and all around her other musically tal- 
ented nuns. If they had been monks or clerics they would have been 
in the class from which the composition of music was demanded. On 
accoimt of the stigma of inferiority cast upon women collectively, 
only those few nuns who were outstanding in some other way won a 
recognition that was accorded to many men of no greater ability. 
(See Plate 55.) 
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TL abbess Hildegarde was the sibyl, the mystical oracle of a 
movement in Europe that was to have great consequences for the 
relation of women to music. In the late Middle Ages some abbesses 
enjoyed considerable intellectual companionship with churchmen, in 
a position of something Hke personal equality. Between high-minded 
and gifted men and women, these relations might be frank and 
quietly devoted, in a way not really possible in the case of men and 
women in any other waSk of life. Such was Hildegarde's relation in 
her ripe middle years to a simple, earnest, rather narrow-minded 
monk named Bernard of Clairveaux. 

Bernard deplored the selfish fighting amidst the princes of Europe. 
In conversations with Hildegarde and others, he developed the idea 
that all these warlike princes and knights could be made to live like 
brothers and their energies turned to a noble purpose if they could 
be inspired with a single social aim requiring the pooling of all their 
resources. Some knights and lords from northern France had already 
discovered such an aim — they had gone on-^ a crusade to rescue the 
Holy Land from the Saracens. Bernard thought this idea of a crusade 
should be preached to all the people. He started on a preaching tour 
that soon had all Etirope seething with excitement. 

Meanwhile Hildegarde had a series of visions, of which she 'wrote 
in vague and burning words and which Bernard was convinced 
came straight from God. He presented these to the pope, saying that 
God had provided the world in this crisis with a prophet. The pope 
and the high councils of the Church, perceiving the great inspira- 
tional value of Hildegarde’s writings at this moment, put the seal of 
the highest authority on them and granted that she was indeed in- 
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spired and ordained by God to guide them all in the great enterprise 
o£ recovering the Holy Land. 

Thereafter kings and nobles who thought of taking the sign of the 
cross, and churchmen of all ranks, wrote to Hildegarde for advice or 
came to see her. Her writings, earnest, beautiful, though vague, were 
everywhere circulated among the few people who could read, and 
passages from them were repeated, intoned, trumpeted abroad. 

Bernard entreated her not to slacken in her efforts to inspire the 
Crusade. ‘‘They tell us that you understand the secrets of heaven and 
grasp that which is above human ken, through the help of the Holy 
Spirit,” wrote Bernard. “Therefore we beg and entreat you to remem- 
ber us before God and also those who are joined to us in holy union. 
For the spirit in you joining itself unto God we believe that you can, 
in great measure, help and sustain us.” ^ 

\ Since Hildegarde was widely recognized as a musician, it is inter- 
esting to speculate how much of her music was included in the in- 
spiration, the exhortations, and the prophecies she poured forth as 
the divinely appointed and officially recognized prophetess of the 
Crusades. 

In any case, between her prophecies and Bernard’s preaching, all 
Europe was seething. From every side bands of knights, trailing yeo- 
men, peasants, and runaway serfs, were converging on the routes 
that led to Mediterranean ports, beating footpaths into roads with 
the ceaseless tramp of their feet and the clatter of their hoofs. 
Though there had been no congregational singing in churches, the 
great assemblages sang, fervently and rehgiously, finding their own 
tunes and words. “Fairest Lord Jesus, Euler of All Nations” is one of 
the hymns of the Crusades we still sing in our churches. 

Women and men, high and low, everybody wanted to join the 
Crusades. At all the gathering places and along the main routes, 
tradespeople set up shop. Entertainers staged shows with acrobatic 
stunts, tricks of magic, acting, and singing. Many of the entertainers 
were women — gypsy-like creatures traveling with their men and tell- 
ing fortunes. The crusaders were often accompanied by their wives, 
who rode along beside them and joined boldly in all public services. 
Some highborn ladies even went without their husbands, volunteer- 
ing to nurse or to set up hostels for pilgrims. The wife of the knight 
Hausten von der Niederburg bei Uelmer traveled eastward to ^d 
her lost husband. After a long search she discovered him bound to a 
plow, slaving for a harsh unbeliever. By means of her harp and her 
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lovely voice, she charmed the owner of the fields to free the knight 

Thus aU the wild, free spirits of Europe were brought together 
and their disturbing energies turned on the infidel. And never again 
was Europe to be the same. In this great movement all bonds were 
strained or broken. The serf ceased to be tied to the land. He could 
run away, set up a shop on one of the crusaders’ routes, and get rich. 
The knight ceased to be tied to his lord. He could carve out a piece 
of land for himself with his sword in one of the wildernesses of east- 
ern Europe and became a lord himself. The people ceased to be tied 
to the Church. Great outdoor masses of people, even when they feel 
religious, cannot be bound and shackled to liturgy and doctrine. The 
moving masses of the Crusades were full of heresy, conscious and un- 
conscious. And so in all this stir both women and music began to be 
released. 

The Crusades, thus started, continued at intervals for three hun- 
dred years and were associated with profound changes in European 
life. The feudal system gradually disintegrated, and since feudalism 
was the mainstay of clerical dominance, the fortunes of the Church 
followed the fortunes of feudalism. Both were being undermined by 
an aggressive individualism and by a revolt from asceticism. There 
was, consequently, the beginning of a new development in the social 
aspects of music, a development that had its roots in changed ideas 
about women and in a changed utility for music. It is true that, 
throughout the Middle Ages, no lady could escape the ideal for her 
conduct set by the Church. Monasticism, far from declining in popu- 
larity, flared up with renewed vigor in the thirteenth century. Many 
new orders were established, some of them for women of the lower 
classes. In Russia, until the time of Peter the Great, it was the fash- 
ion for noblewomen in their castles to pray and fast at regular inter- 
vals exactly hke nuns. Even those with no religious inclinations lived 
under the influence of the ecclesiastical interpretation of life. A Euro- 
pean girl received her tutelage in books from a monk brought to the 
castle, or in a convent school where she was taught as if she were go- 
ing to become a nun. But there was, at the same time, a partial re- 
turn to the value of natural hving. The “progressive nun” of those 
times threw oflE the veil of her dedication to chastity and appeared 
boldly as her natural self. Instead of becoming the bride of Christ in 
retreat, St Elizabeth of Hungary remained true to her earthly lord 
and traveled over the countryside on errands of mercy. Although she 
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identified herself with the real world, the Church recognized her as a 
saint and so sanctified the new ideal of at least a suggestion of con- 
formity to the natural way. 

2 . 

Up to this time the Church had been more or less successful in 
limiting the composition and performance of music. If the way of 
the autocratic theologians had been consistently followed, only a few 
Christian men and women to this day would have had the opportu- 
nity to compose or perform music. Since dancing was forbidden alto- 
gether, one of the greatest incentives for the creation of music fell 
into disuse. Instrumental playing was at first frowned upon by the 
Church for men and forbidden entirely to women. Singing was 
strictly hmited to hturgical uses. Even at home, Christians were ex- 
pected to set music only to psalms or religious canticles. Such re- 
stricted use would have changed the social aspects of music in our 
own culture completely. 

The Church's all-inclusive ideal for music was challenged, how- 
ever, from the beginning. Many people were reluctant to give up an 
art that had for ages past provided pleasure, spiritual recreation, 
and also a magic weapon. There was never a wholehearted, complete 
acceptance of the restrictive rulings. If there had been, the continu- 
ous repetition of prohibitions would not have been necessary. If 
there had been, the ritual music and art song of the former pagan 
epoch — writes and music that we now call folklore and folk song — 
would have disappeared; whereas the fact is that many of the an- 
cient rites are still being practiced and are often accompanied by 
music that itself shows traces of an ancient origin. 

Throughout the period known as the Dark Ages and throughout 
the Middle Ages, the majority of people continued to sing and 
dance and play upon instruments of music with the intention of in- 
fiuencing their environment. Peasants, towmspeople, and nobles all 
believed that music had a supernatural power. The people of four- 
teenth-century France believed that music could influence the pas- 
sions when they allowed a girl from Armenti^res in 1380 to be fined 
and arrested for making charms over a young man upon whom she 
had matrimonial designs. Artists even depicted a girl surrounded by 
a veil, a spiral, a heart, drops of blood, flowers, and birds practicing 
magic to attract her lover. Today, in Oberpfalz (Germany), an in- 



206 MUSIC AND WOMEN 

cantation for the same purpose is sung during the time of the waning 
moon: 

‘"God thee greet, dear star of Eve, whom now and ever I love to 
view; 

May the moon shine in the nook where my dear love now lies in 
bed; 

Give him no rest, leave him no peace, until to me he needs must 
come.” (See Plate 56.) 

As late as 1517, Francesco Gonzago of Mantua ordered a froUola, 
composed by one Marchel de Cara, for soprano, violin, viola, and 
cello, to be played for the express purpose of curing his syphilis. The 
Duchess of Orleans employed musicians to play insti'umental music 
for her at every confinement. She beheved in the power of music to 
alleviate her suffering during childbirth. King Henry of Navarre im- 
plored his beloved daughter, Jeanne d’Albret, to bow before an im- 
age of the Virgin Mary at the foot of a certain bridge and sing: 

‘Help me. Mother divine, 

Deliver me safely of a soni” ® 

This conception of the magic properties of music prevailed among 
both people and priests throughout the whole of Christendom. The 
-^^challenge to the Church’s authority came, therefore, not from a dis- 
agreement about the nature of music, but from a dispute as to who 
should wield its power. 

The rebellion of Christian women against these restrictions upon ^ 
their musical activities was strengthened by contact with new pagan 
blood. As the Church spread out through Europe, it converted Celts, 
Teutons, Slavs, and other northern races to Christianity. In contrast 
to the effete Orientals and the luxurious Romans, the barbarians 
were strong, sturdy, and freedom-loving. Women had their own dei- 
ties, priestesses, rites, and music. Morrigu, one of the famous Irish 
queens, led men to war and taught them stirring battle hymns. 
Bridget, goddess and priestess in Ireland, played her harp even as a 
Christian saint. Slavic women were endowed with magic powers of 
intuition, especially with the power of making music. Wild and un- 
tutored these northerners were, compared to the sophisticated 
Greeks and Romans. Lascivious and obscene they certainly were not. 
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Against the might of their nobility and against the wealth of their 
musical expression the Church struggled in vain, and was eventually 
forced to compromise. 

About the thirteenth century, one compromise was the introduc- 
tion of congregational singing into the Roman Catholic Church. Re- 
ligious words and familiar tunes that had never been silenced out-of- 
doors became formalized into hymns sung at the high festivals of 
Christmas and Easter. These had come from outbursts of religious 
emotion among the singing multitudes on the Crusades. Another 
compromise was to dedicate a pagan festival to a Christian saint. 
Upon such occasions, women and girls continued to sing and dance 
in the traditional manner. In the httle village at Vigo, Spain, the girls 
even now dance up the church aisle. In the Vosges Mountains today, 
during Whitsuntide, girls march in little groups to the abbey. They 
wear wreaths of flowers and sing certain songs called kyrioles, asso- 
ciated in that district with the girls’ flower festival. 

Kyrioles are popular religious songs that had their origin as far 
back as the ninth century, in the response of Kyrie eleison (Lord, 
have mercy), given over and over again in church by the people to 
the priest. Those of the Vosges Mountain girls are only a sample of a 
very large number. In Russia, especially, there is a whole category of 
women’s songs known as ""spirituals.” The Church’s early sanction of 
the singing of reKgious canticles in the home bore fruit in many 
lands— the one opportunity open to women was, like the talent of 
the faithful servant, increased tenfold. 

There is no doubt that Christian priests have been the implacable 
foes of women and women’s music. Even today, women’s musical ac- 
tivities are much greater in regions where the whole population re- 
mained pagan until a comparatively recent date. Europe became 
converted to Christianity only gradually. Germany and Scandinavia 
came into the fold during the eighth and ninth centuries, Russia 
even later — at the beginning of the eleventh century. Lithuania, Lat- 
via, and Estonia were the last strongholds of paganism. In their deep 
forests, the pagani, or backwoodsmen, of these remote regions held 
aloof until about 1400. Russia, Estonia, and Lithuania are the very 
places where, until the great world wars, peasants had the richest 
folklore, dance, and music. They are the countries in which the cre- 
ative peasant-woman-musician had the highest standing. 

How many Christians of the aristocratic class conformed to the 
ascetic musical ideals of the Church is not definitely known. Many 
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undoubtedly did, just as some people today still object to dancing 
and just as Quakers, until very recently, denied themselves music in 
any form. Customs varied in time and place. But the very condition 
of women s life in the medieval castle made it difiBcult to enforce re- 
strictions against music upon them. Medieval noblewomen lived in 
feudal households and spent a large part of their time with one an- 
other, separated from the men. They attended to childbirth them- 
selves, occupied their time in sewing tapestries, and whiled away 
their long hours of leisure by singing. In Russia, especially, the ladies 
were segregated in the t4rem, that section of the medieval castle set 
apart for women. There they indulged in gaiety, in dances, games, 
and songs upon occasions of birthdays, baptisms, weddings, or at 
Christmastime. There the women held feasts separately from the 
men and sang special toasts ta one another, songs for good health, 
called zazdrdvnizL They hung up swings and sang old songs to the 
rhythm of the swing. Many of these songs were brought into the 
medieval castle by the laundresses, the peasant nurses, and espe- 
cially by the embroideresses — ^the "liall girls,” as they were called, 
because they slept in the casde hallways. 

At weddings, especially, enthusiasm for song and dance ran high. 
According to legend. Queen Guinevere and the Knights of Round 
Table (c. 500 a.d.) rejoiced when two of their company were mar- 
ried. 

The women sang . . . 

The men shouted. . . 

Guinevere herself composed the songs. And according to history, it 
was during the seventh century in Rome, in Greece, in Byzantium, 
that many respectable upper-class Christians engaged formal 
choirs of girls to sing during the wedding feast. 

In Scotland about 1050 Queen Margaret was famous for the bal- 
lads she composed and sang with her ladies in waiting. The French 
queens and duchesses, with their maids of honor, sang long historical 
romances. One, looking up from her needlepoint, would give the 
verse, and the others would answer with the refrain: 

‘The Queen sings softly. 

Her voice blends with the harp; 

Her hands are lovely, her songs good, 

Sweet the voice and gentle the tones.”® 
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Her theme often dealt with the equahty of love between man and 
woman — an unreahzed ideal for those days but one always popular 
with women. 


S. 

The forces that were making for a new secular music and poetry in 
defiance of the Church were all represented by Eleanor of Aquitaine, 
who was married to Louis VII of France, divorced by him, it is said, 
because she bore him only daughters, and then married to Henry II 
of England. Eleanor was a brilliant, strong-willed, high-spirited 
woman, who accompanied Louis VII on the Second Crusade and 
left a trail of legend in the Holy Land. Upon her divorce from him — 
a divorce she seems to have desired — she married the heir to the Eng- 
lish throne, who was much younger than herself. She then carried to 
England the arts and stories she had picked up in the East and the 
arts of her homeland. Meanwhile she also discovered the charm of 
the Celtic singers, the ‘^Breton minstrels,” as they were called, and 
made the comt a center for them. 

The indications of what must have been, under Eleanor’s direction 
and encouragement, a very considerable enterprise in collecting, 
adapting, and making socially available the folk music and folklore 
of Europe are to be found in the lays of Marie de France. These are 
generally recognized as the most Wished storytelling in any Euro- 
pean vernacular up to that time. The lays purport to tell stories 
picked up from minstrels and folk singers. “Folk tell it to the harp, 
and to the rote and the music of it is sweet to hear,” ® wrote Marie. 
“The lays usually please the ladies. They hear them joyfuUy and 
eagerly, for they are much to their liking,” wrote Denis Pyramus. 

Whether Marie adapted folk tunes as she adapted folk tales is not 
known, but literature and music were at that time so much a single 
artistic impulse and a single art that it is quite likely. Since Eleanors 
own son John, when he later signed the Magna Carta, used a seal 
because he could not write his name, we cannot assume any habit of 
reading at his mother s court. The lays must have been made known 
by being sung or rendered in a sort of recitative to the twanging of a 
harp. The melody of the recitative was the music of singers whose 
song Marie purports to translate. The purported taking of the music 
from somewhere may, however, be only an artistic device. Marie 
may have formed the melody of the recitative out of strains she had 
heard as neatly and artistically as she formed her stories. 



210 


MUSIC AND WOMEN 


These stories are written in clear, clean, musical, octosyllabic 
verse. With sure and graceful literary art, Marie frees the folk stories 
and legends from the monstrous accumulations and contortions of 
medieval invention and tells a clear, intelligent tale with quiet 
beauty and good sense. Out of Oriental tales, European folk tales, 
and King Ar Aur stories, which were just beginning to be retold and 
circulated in a literary form by court entertainers, she forms a kind 
of manual of the manners and ethics of courtesy from the point of 
view of a civilized woman. The civilized and almost modern tone of 
these works, admittedly inspired by women and representing their 
point of view on mens doings and womens personal lives, is sharply 
contrasted with the style of some chansons de geste composed at 
that time by men. Who Marie de France was is not definitely known. 
She is thought by some to have been Mary, Abbess of Shaftsbury, 
natural sister of Eleanor's husband Henry II and daughter of Geof- 
frey Plantagenet, Count of Anjou. She appears to have been a sort of 
mistress of court entertainment, at least in the women's circles. As 
such she may have directed or worked with a number of minstrels, 
encouraging the development of songs in a civilized and polished 
form of the vernacular, with music of an equally civilized quahty. 

4 . 

Provenge, the sunny southeastern corner of France, whose princi- 
pal city, Marseilles, had originally been a Greek colony, had been 
overrim in the tenth century by Saracens. Saracen women, as courte- 
sans and entertainers of men, were creative musicians, fashioning 
both words and melody in a sort of social and artistic ritual to the 
glory of love between men and women. It was a kind of love that 
had nothing to do with marriage and mating. It was a celebration of 
the free spirit and its defiant right to love according to its own laws. 
Ultimately the Provencals expelled the Arabs. But they did not re- 
store the control of the Church over their hearts and music. Instead, 
they organized a heresy, a kind of religion of the "gentle heart,” as 
they called it, in which a knight, as troubadour, worshiped a high 
and noble lady in song. Thus began the art of the troubadour, a kind 
of musical wooing of the lady of the castles. This lady, married with- 
out her consent to a husband she did not love, might, with proper 
musical incantations, be brought to love the troubadour. 

At the turn of the twelfth century the aristocratic music makers 
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grew bolder in defying the Church s rules concerning the use of 
music. They dared to set their spring songs and love songs to the 
rhythmic patterns and melodic Hnes of the liturgical plain chant. 
Considering the Church’s point of view about the sinfulness of sex, 
the adaptation of religious chant to frankly sensuous poems was a 
radical move in the direction of musical freedom. It began, indeed, 
the new school of secular music, which was eventually to broaden 
into the operatic and symphonic art of our time. 

Thus began four great social changes that were to direct the 
whole orientation of women to music. One was a kind of woman 
worship, artificial, without roots in any real function or value of 
women and without much effect at the time on their actual status. 
The second was the establishment of wooing as a complicated art, 
to be humbly performed by men, with the women in a passive posi- 
tion on a pedestal. The third was the limitation of the woman to the 
position of being the object of men’s music, instead of the creator of 
music of her own. The fourth was the exaltation of the woman as the 
inspirer and sponsor of men’s music. 

But it is pleasant to record that the Provengal ladies, despite long 
discipline by the Church, by severely patriarchal husbands, and by 
the almost Oriental seclusion of their fives, still had spirit enough to 
make a little poetry and music of their ovm. Thirteen of the Proven- 
gal ladies have left songs. Others are reported to have composed 
songs of which no record remains. A typical lady was Beatriz de Dia, 
who has left five songs, one with music. A dark-eyed, olive-skinned 
young woman, in a society that prized golden hair and blue eyes, 
Beatriz found her whole soul and body lighted with beauty when 
she knew that she was loved. "On gladness and young-heartedness I 
feast,” she sang. "May they ever be my meat. For my friend is the 
gayest of all. And so I, too, am gay and attractive.” ® 

When she tried to hold off the advances of her lover, she cried 
desolately, "Now I see that I am abandoned because I have not 
given all my love.” But the day came when she sang in exultation, 
"My heart have I made his, and my love, my every sense, my eyes, 
and my fife.” In the end her lover forsook her and she sang, "I now 
must sing of that I fain would not. So dark and sad my friend had 
made my lot.” ^ 

These few simple words, spoken out of the real heart of a real 
woman, illumine the psychological reality behind this new outburst 
of song — ^the radiance, the release of the young woman, married 
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without love, when she is loved by her troubadour, and the inevita- 
ble heartbreak for a real woman in such an artificial situation. The 
wonder is not that troubadour lady artists were not as numerous 
as the lords, in a formal and rather learned pattern of verse and 
music set by men. The wonder is that, withal, these caged birds 
could still sing. 
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F 

JL ROM the fourteenth century on, there was a wonderful revival 
of the old Mediterranean culture, and with it a new value for wom- 
en’s voices. This Renaissance, as it was called, centered in Italy, 
where many cities had grown rich on the business of outfitting and 
transporting the crusaders and keeping them supplied. A flourishing 
trade between East and West had developed. From the lands 
opened to trade by the crusaders came rich rugs to cover the stone 
floors of castles, rich hangings to decorate the bare walls, silk brought 
from far-off China, and strains of different kinds of music. The old 
pagan world revived. People began to read Plato instead of the 
Church Fathers. Venus was rediscovered as a great goddess and rep- 
resentations of her appeared everywhere, with Venus shown in all 
her glowing nudity. The Mother and Child, a strong, natural deep- 
bosomed mother, a lusty and not always angeHc child, appeared in a 
thousand reincarnations in church and chapel. They called her Mary 
and the child Jesus. But she was the natural mother coming to life 
and taking her place even in the holy of holies. In the relations of 
upper-class men and women there was a new and exciting freedom. 
Women began to take a natural part in the conversation of men, to 
sing and dance when men were present. (See Plate 57.) 

The most wonderful release was the release of the woman s natural 
voice.. Up to 1400 tie Church had persistently refused to counte- 
nance anything but the high, clear singing of the Gregorian chants 
by the hiifrs.™Tfae rich, natural voice of the mature woman was con- 
sidered to be outside the pale of decency. The peasant women were 
constantly forbidden to sing then: myth-laden popular songs. But by 
1400 the natural woman was beginning to come into her own, de- 
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spite the priests. The Church was forced to yield to the popular will 
and tacitly condone the performance of pagan music under Christian 
titles, in the form of popular hymns and carols, even by women sing- 
ing in the warm, rich tones of mothers not ashamed of their sex. This 
change of policy re-established freedom for music in the home— the 
focus of woman’s activity. It would be diJBScult to overestimate the 
importance to women of permission to sing what they wished and in 
a natural voice. Everywhere the people were singing new folk songs, 
popular ditties, Christmas carols, and spirituals — ^many of them com- 
posed by women and girls. The names of these women composers 
have been remembered by later generations and have also been in- 
scribed in old editions of songbooks. 

The one who had composed this 

and has prepared it anew, 

is a delicate maiden, 

she will make us many more of them 

in honor of a youth 

whom she knows well. [1592] ^ 

Christmas carols as well as love songs often had their origin in 
rites that women and girls had long regarded as their own. One of 
the prerogatives of the ancient priestesses everywhere was the right 
to bless the home. All through die Middle Ages the ‘"sorceresses” or 
“witches” whom the Church relentlessly persecuted had carried on 
the old practices of the priestesses. With charms and fortunetelling 
they had traveled around the country, knocking at the doors of 
those whom they might bless. By 1400 even these determined sur- 
vivors of the pagan hierarchy were drawn into the movement that 
allowed the old charms and chants if they were duly Christianized. 
The familiar carol: 

God bless the master of this house, 

And bless the mistress too. 

And all the little children 
That round the table go. . . 

was customarily sung in Yorkshire during the Christmas season by an 
old woman who came begging to the doors of the villagers’ houses. 
She carried a box v^th dolls impersonating the Virgin and the Holy 
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Child, which she held out as a blessing while she sang her ditty. She 
was the spiritual descendant of those priestesses of the good goddess 
Hat-hor in Egypt who went to the people's houses shaking their em- 
blems to bring prosperity. 

In the general release of women and song, music began to be 
liberated from the restrictions that bound it to a single melodic line 
accompanying the liturgy. Experiments in polyphony were at first 
forbidden by the popes. Eventually, however, the authorities ad- 
mitted that the new harmonic arrangements enriched plain chant. 
Creative musical imagination was thereby stimulated to proceed 
along the modern line of harmony and counterpoint — an apparently 
limitless field for artistic development. 

5 . 

The change toward a sensuous enjoyment of music initiated in the 
rather grim castles of the troubadours was carried to a climax in the 
open, gaily frescoed, gorgeously decorated palaces of the princes of 
Italy whose families the Crusades had made very rich. Thence it 
was carried throughout the civilized world in aristocratic homes, first 
of the nobility, then of the rising bomrgeoisie. Not the priestess, as in 
former times, not the nun, not the mother in her peasant home set- 
ting, but the queens of small courts in small states established new 
ideals and new customs involving a new relation of women to music. 

A typical example of such a court was that of Ferrara. At the 
height of its glory, when two of the greatest ladies of the Renais- 
sance, Beatrice and Isabella d'Esl^ grew up there, there were only a 
hundred thousand people living in Ferrara, but its ruling family was 
aUied by marriage to ruling families of other states in Italy. 

Among them they controlled a great deal of the money the cru- 
saders had left in Italy. This money they poured into their daily liv- 
ing. Goldsmiths and silversmiths were busy aU day long making 
chalices, goblets, and dishes. Tapestry weavers were weaving aU an- 
cient history, Greek history, Bible history, Roman history into hang- 
ings for walls. Fresco painters were painting the history of the family 
on other walls. Jewelers, sculptors, engineers converged on these 
ducal towns, bringing their finest work or most ambitious plans. 
And meanwhile there was a whole corps of musicians, poets, and en- 
tertainers to devise masques, dances, processions. In such a miheu, 
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tinder the sunny smile of the reigning princess and often with the 
direct co-operation of her well-trained singing voice, music Began 
to be elaborated into the art forms we know today. 

For the most important asset of these rich families was frequently 
the baby princess. By bringing her up carefully and trading her off 
in marriage shrewdly, a family could do much to consolidate and ex- 
pand its power. A girl was carefully educated to this end under the 
immediate direction of her mother, with the intention of making her 
a walking compendium of everything she ought to know by the time 
she reached the marriageable age of twelve. All day long the masters 
and mistresses were busy with her. One hears of girls who learned 
Greek, Latin, Hebrew, philosophy, theology, and medicine; girls 
who read the works of Plato through in the original by the time they 
were fifteen. They learned Greek mythology and Bible history and 
were equally acquainted with goddesses, nymphs, and the more in- 
teresting saints. They learned to make tapestry and to play the harp. 
Above all, they learned to make verse and to sing and compose in 
the new contrapuntal style. 

The little princess was usually married between the ages of twelve 
and fourteen. Artistic talent and money combined to make her mar- 
riage a great day in Italian history. Family vied with family. She was 
received by her new relatives with celebrations that would make 
what her own family could do for her shrink to nothing. When King 
Alfonso of Aragon was married, fountains ran with wine and tables 
for thirty thousand were set up beside the sea at Naples. When the 
Duke of Urbino returned with his bride, the ladies and children of 
the city were ranged on the hillsides, carrying branches. Just as the 
people caught their first sight of the young couple, they all burst into 
a song composed especially for the event. The Goddess of Mirth de- 
scended to welcome them. Nymphs in Grecian robes and singers on 
horseback surrounded the Duchess and triumphantly escorted her in. 
At Milan, Leonardo da Vinci devised for the young wife of Giovanni 
Galeazzo a sort of firmament with planets circling and singing her 
praises. Sometimes the solemn and sedate little bride was carried by 
throngs of singing attendants bearing torches to her bridal chamber. 
There she was divested of layers of stiff brocade and her jewels and 
gilded headdress and put to bed behind the crimson curtains of the 
great carved nuptial couch with her husband, while all night the 
sound of singing and merriment rocked the palace. 

So Beatrice dEste went from Ferrara at fourteen to her young 




51. A bas-relief from the Villa Albani shows Roman women of die early Chris- 
tian age shaking incense, beating a drum, and playing the double flute at a 
domestic altar. ( See page 146. ) ^ ^ b 
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52. Carved on a sarcophagus of the early Christian age are 
two Roman girls, typical of those young musicians con- 
demned by St. Jerome as corrupters of men’s morals. ( See 
page 146. ) 
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55. An illuminated initial in a religious book shows 
nuns singing in antiphonal chorus. (See pages 185 and 
201 .) 
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56. A fifteenth-century girl practicing magic to attract 
her lover. (See page 205.) 




Vatican Library, Chigi CVIII, 234 


57. The return of women to a natural participation in music came by way of 
social diversion. Men and women are depicted on a miniature of early Renais- 
sance times, playing and singing together. (See page 213.) 
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58. Francesco di Cossa, sixteenth century, painted a group of young women 
musicians such as might have performed at any Italian court. (See p^rge 221.) 
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huslpand, the Duke of Milan; she was his ambassador to the court of 
Venice at sixteen. And when she died in childbirth at twenty-two, 
she was already known as a great patroness of music and art, and is 
so remembered to this day. For during her brief youth as a lovely 
young wife, much of the talent of Italy — ^poets, artists, and musicians 
— had converged on her court and had been encouraged by her 
eager interest in them. 

So her sister Isabella went to her husband, the Duke of Mantua, 
But Isabella hved to the ripe age of sixty-five. She devoted herself so 
earnestly to the encouragement of every kind of art and beauty that 
she is usually considered the perfect type of these ladies of the Ren- 
aissance. In her status as mistress, she had the opportunity to patron- 
ize^rtists and musicians. Besides being a skilled performer herself, 
she was a critic. Since she had the authority to command her em- 
ployee — ^the professional musician^ — and since she also usually pos- 
sessed an intimate knowledge of good music, the lady as patroness 
was able to exert a real influence over new trends in artistic en- 
deavor. As more literary and musical manuscripts from the period 
are being discovered, it becomes apparent that many great ladies 
played a part in directing the development of secular song away 
from popular vulgarity. From their consistent choice of aristocratic 
poems to be set to music, a definite change in musical taste resulted. 
As it was still the custom to enhance the emotional content of the 
text by means of music, the quality of secular song was heightened 
and refined. 

At her best, in the courts of the Italian Renaissance, the lady was 
earliest, high-minded, and well trained. When the young bride took 
her place in one of these courts, which were lavishly competitive 
with each other in music and art, it was as if she had entered a um- 
versity for the rest of her life, for she was henceforth in daily associ- 
ation with scholars, artists, and musicians of the highest caliber, and 
called on to exercise her judgment with respect to what they did. So, 
in time, some of these ladies, such as Vittoria Colonna, became very 
wise persons in their own right. 

The solemnity with which these women regarded their functions 
is shown in a letter of Vittoria Colonna to Margaret of France. 

In our day, the long and difiBcult journey of life compels us to have 
a guide; it seems to me that everyone may find in her own sex the 
most appropriate models. ... I turned towards the illustrious ladies 
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of Italy to find examples for imitation, and though I saw many 
virtuous among them . . . yet one woman alone, and she not in 
Italy, seemed to me to unite the perfections of the will with those of 
the intellect; but she was so high placed and so far away that my 
heart was filled with the gloom and fear of the Hebrews when they 
perceived the fire and glory of God on the mountain-top, and durst 
not draw near because of their imperfection.^ 

So, in Italy, and in all other courts where the new influence pre- 
vailed, as in those of England and France, the lady of the castle 
flowered into the priestess of beauty. As the patroness of social music 
and the object of song, she established a social and artistic norm for 
the hterary and musical language of the emerging modern world. 
She fixed the code of social manners that prevails to this day and 
whose pattern determines the social functions of music. Through her 
mind and talk the revived culture of the classical age, in combina- 
tion with a portion of the Christian culture of the Middle Ages, was 
filtered and passed on to us today. 

3, 

The education of the princess and the ladies attendant on her in- 
cluded aU the essentials of music, because much of their waking 
hours would be spent on entertainments involving music. Historians 
and biographers of the Renaissance have written in glowing terms of 
the hundreds of musically talented ladies who 5 pent a great part of 
their time singing and playing — ^'‘abandoning themselves in ecstasy 
to the composition of poetry and music.’’ ^ They were encouraged to 
play the viol, lute, flute, and harpsichord, and especially to sing. A 
girl’s training consisted in learning to read at sight, to harmonize 
melodies, and to express herself in the language of both poetry and 
music. It was the custom for composers to render their own music; 
and even when they wrote down notes for others to play and sing, 
they left a great deal to the musical imagination and discretion of the 
performer. A person would not have been worthy of the title "musi- 
cian” without ability to embellish a melody with newly invented 
phrases or to improvise an accompaniment on lute or harpsichord. 
The two branches of musical art — ^performance and composition — 
went together as they had since time immemorial. Women appeared 
as performer or composer and frequently as composer-performer. 

One of the highborn women musicians was Lucrezia Tuorna- 
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buoni, mother of Lorenzo the Magnificent. She composed Christmas 
carols and sang them with her children. Margaret of Austria (wife of 
Phihp of Savoy) was another; she made beautiful love songs. Anne 
Boleyn was a third; she learned her music in Paris, where she had 
gone with Queen Mary, wife of Louis XII. Her accomplishments 
were many; she could dance and sing, she could play the lute and 
other instruments. One of her sad songs— "Death; O rocke me on 
slepe”— has been preserved. Still another song maker was Louise of 
Savoy. A skilled instrumental player herself, she often played for 
hours and presided over her women companions with their harps, 
flutes, and organs. 

The lavish scale of social entertainments involving music de- 
manded large numbers of trained voices. Most of the courts main- 
tained castrati, whose soprano voices had been preserved by an 
operation performed before puberty. The castrati had been intro- 
duced into western Europe by the ecclesiastical authorities to sing 
soprano and alto parts in the church service. Having banished 
women from the liturgical choirs, they had to have a substitute for 
them, which they obtained by mutilating men. These strange crea- 
tures, spoiled, bedizened, spuriously feminine in appearance and 
personality, often had voices of unsurpassed strength, endurance, 
and brilliance. 

After the fourteenth century, many kings, queens, and nobles had 
private chapels attached to their courts. They employed a choir, or- 
chestra, and conductor to make music for both chapel and court. 
Queen Ehzabeth, for instance, maintained four sets of singing boys. 
One set, called Children of the Revels, performed theatrical shows 
for the diversion of the comtiers and ladies in waiting. The Duke of 
Bavaria kept a group of about fifty men, boys, and castrati to sing in 
his chapel and also to perform at banquets and other secular occa- 
sions where music was desired. At one time his court musician was 
the famous Orlando di Lasso. 

Since women were trained in music and since polyphony required 
many voices, there developed a need for the participation of women 
in addition to the castrati. But, despite the many references to the 
singing by women of froUoli, madrigals, and part songs, it is impos- 
sible to specify which of the songs were written for women. For 
when the polyphonic music was written down, the composer in- 
scribed the music in any def he preferred with no intention of indi- 
catmg the pitch to be taken. Cantus meant the top part, hassus the 
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lowest, no matter what the pitch. Any music of that period may, 
therefore, have been performed by women. 

4 . 

In any case, the taste for women’s singing at the courts soon de- 
veloped to the point where it could not be satisfied by amateurs 
alone, no matter how well trained they were. There began to be a de- 
mand at the courts for professional women singers. During the year 
1553 Donna Giovanna d’Arragona gave a musicale at her palace 
in Naples. Two castrati and two women singers performed. The 
women received the congratulations of the discerning guests for 
their perfect singing. About 1600 Vittoria Archilei and Francesca 
Caccini sang so beautifully that they turned the tide of the castrati s 
popularity in favor of the women singers. 

As early as 1378 the professional woman singer had appeared. She 
traveled around from court to court seeking employment. Chant- 
resses were paid by Philip at Cambrai. As the taste for women s 
singing developed, the courts began to compete for the finest talent 
and voices. At the court of Mantua, where Isabella d’Este had gone 
as a bride, one woman after another won fame as a singer, among 
them the famous “La Ariana.” To display the singer’s voice, musi- 
cians inserted more and more diflBcult coloratura passages into the 
madrigals. More and more attention was paid to a sensuous quality 
of voice. More and more interest was taken in showmanship. The 
most famous of these court singers were the trio at the Este court at 
Ferraara, Tarquinia Molza, Laura Peperara, and Lucrezia Benedidi. 
They performed with the many talented amateurs of the court in 
“concerts,” which were not performances for an invited audience, 
but regular featxires of the social life at the palace. Under the leader- 
ship of Tarquinia Molza, Laura Peperara, and Lucrezia Benedidi, 
“the concerts of these ladies were for some time the greatest marvel 
of the Este court . . . His Highness required the ladies to practice 
together every day, so that in those days in Italy and perhaps out of 
Italy, were no conce:i;*ts of ladies better than these. Every day in sum- 
mer they sang from 7 to 8. The organist sat at the harpsichord. Signor 
Firono, master of the chapel, played on the big lute. Signora Livia 
played the viola. Signora Guarina played the lute, and Signora 
Laura the harp.” ® 

An orchestra of ladies, led by the brilliant Tarquinia Molza under 
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the patronage of the Duchess Margarita, was a feature at Ferrara. 
An account in Otto Kindeldy’s book on Italian music gives a vivid 
description of the women in action. 

The orchestra consisted of ladies. On the days of the concerts they 
prepared in the hall a long table, at one end of which a large 
clavicembalo stood. The instrumentalists (women) stepped silently 
in one after another, took their places with their instruments at the 
table and waited in silence. Then the directress stepped out and sat 
herself at the other end of the table opposite the cembalo. She took 
a long flexible polished stick which lay ready for her and threw her 
glance over the orchestra, gave the signal and the orchestra played 
with a wonderful ensemble.® 

When the Duke and Duchess of Ferrara visited other courts, they 
took the three ladies with them along with their men musicians and 
their most musical ladies in waiting. There was one particularly fa- 
mous performance before Rudolph of Austria, whom Duke Alfonso 
had gone to meet at BresceUo in 1571. In this concert sixty ladies 
and gentlemen took part. “And they make one of the concerts of 
about sixty voices and instruments: and behind a clavichord played 
by Luzzascho Luzzaschi sang the Signora Lucrezia and the Signora 
IsabeUe Bendido, both together so well that I never heard better.’^ 

T)f the famous trio Tarquinia Moha stands out with a brilliance 
that makes one regret that the record of her so far discovered is so 
incomplete. One would like to have copies of the music she com- 
posed for lute, viol, and harp, as weU as for the voice. It was per- 
formed by the ladies of the court orchestra conducted by her. It was 
also sung. (See Plate 58.) The extravagant praise of her concerts 
was apparently for the music as well as its performance. But none of 
it remains. Her brilliant career was cut short when Duchess Mar- 
garita dismissed her from the court as the result of her unhappy love 
affair with Jacques de Wert. She retired to her mothers country 
estate, and in her disgrace her music was perhaps banished with her. 
Since she had no longer an opportunity to present her works, her 
talent was stifled — at least so far as the known record goes. Such was 
the penalty for the woman who incurred the displeasure of the reign- 
ing priestess of beauty. 

i Tarquinia Molm y as typical of the versatility of the woman musi- 
cian. When she sang with Laura Peperara and Lucrezia Benedidi, 
composers from all over Europe flocked to* hear the marvelous trio. 
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Luzzaschi, the concertmaster at the court of the Duke and Duchess 
of Ferrara, wrote a series of madrigals especially for these ladies. 
Few singers today could perform them. But she was almost equally 
admired as a conductor, and she was a composer. 

So it was with most of the professional women musicians at the 
courts. Their unique assets were their singing voices. But they were 
aU-around creative musicians. Many of the brilliant singers at the 
courts and accodBinie brought their own songs. Laura Peperara had 
her own style of reciting verses to the harp. Barbara Strozzi always 
performed at her father’s musicales and often wrote her own songs. 
She pubhshed a set of madrigals for four voices. Laura Bovia, call- 
ing herself player and composer for the court of Mantua, published 
a volume of five-part madrigals. Francesca Caccini, one of the best 
of the sixteenth-century women composers, wrote madrigals, ballate, 
and dramatic works that were extremely popular wherever she took 
them. In France, Clementine de Bourges excelled in the composition 
of music. Women also composed in the new form of opera, received 
everywhere with enthusiasm. On the wedding day. of Duke William 
of Bavaria, for instance, Orlando di Lasso arranged the performance 
of an opera by Mme Madeleine Casulana and of another opera by 
Caterina, niece of Adrian Willaert. 


5 . 

Advantageous marriages could not always be found for daughters, 
of die nobility. For the highborn girl who could not become a pa- 
troness of music and art and be a mistress of beauty at some court 
worthy of her birth, the convent was the alternative. And in the 
monastery, women were subject to the Church’s age-old repression 
of their sex. An example of the definite regulations ordered by the 
ecclesiastical authorities can be seen in an edict given out in Rome 
on May 4, 1686: 

Music is most detrimental to the modesty befitting the female sex, 
as it distracts from more proper actions and occupations; and on 
account of the dangers to those connected with it, instructors as well 
as listeners, no young girl, married woman, or widow, though for 
educational purposes, or else in convents or music schools under any 
other pretext, although studying music to the end of performing it 



PRIESTESS OF BEAUTY 


223 


in these convents, shall be permitted to take lessons in singing or 
any kind of instrument from men teachers.® 

The rich convents were full of the sisters of the reigning ladies. 
They had had in youth the same education as their royal sisters. 
They carried to the convents the same aptitude, training, and taste 
for music. And the general trend away from the exaggerated repres- 
sions placed upon women by the Church was extending into monas- 
tic life. In Cologne, during the year 1550, an edict was given out by 
the bishop that the nuns might act the part of the Three Marys in the 
Easter plays. In Italy, many convents produced sacre rappresenfa- 
zionL Serafino Razzi wrote music for some young nuns in Florence 
to sing in their leisure time. Little dramas composed especially for 
nuns and novices began to appear. Marc Antonio Charpentier, for 
instance, presented the young women at Port-Royal a Christmas can- 
tata that any group of schoolgirls today would enjoy. A story about 
the nuns of Bologna illustrates the new freedom in the monasteries. 
It appears that at the convents of St. Agnes and St Christina there 
was great rivalry in the performance of liturgical song. During the 
year 1703 a proWbition was issued forbidding them to sing at all! At 
St. Christina this ruHng was observed for one week, but at a cere- 
mony of the taking of the veil, the choir was unable to suffer re- 
straint They broke into such sweet singing that crowds of people 
were attracted, bringing large stuns of alms to the convent. Fortified 
by public approval, they continued to sing and mspired all the other 
convents to follow their daring example. 

French and Itahan nuns, like their laywomen contemporaries, 
profited from the musical renaissance which was taking place all 
over Europe. By the sixteenth century, women were attracting the 
musical public to the monastery chapels. At the Chiesa dello Spirito 
Sancto in Rome, the nuns sang vespers on Easter Monday with such 
perfection that the critic Pietro della Valle said he had never in his 
life heard such beautiful music. In the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, French and Italian nuns received unstinted praise for their 
wonderful singing and playing. At the convent of San Vitale, Flor- 
ence, Catabene de Catabeni and Cassandra Pigno were good tenors, 
Alfonsa Trotti a basso, singular and stupendous; Claudia Manfredi 
and Bartholomea Sorianati were sopranos {soprani delicatissimi) . 
RafaeUa de Magnifici and another Catabene were players of the 
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comet — splaying also every other sort of instruinent. Olimpia Leoni 
(1621) played a viola and sang contralto with great feeling and a 
beautiful voice. The famous walk to Longchamps (Paris) origi- 
nated in the eighteenth century as a pilgrimage of enthusiasts who 
went to hear the nuns sing the Tenebrae on Good Friday. 

It was for singers such as these that Palestrina, Lasso, Vittoria, 
Monteverdi, Couperin, Lotti, and other famous church composers 
wrote motets to be performed at special services. 

In the convents of Italy there were several extremely good 
women composers. Suor Beatrice del Sera was felt by music lovers to 
be remarkably original. At the monastery of Santa Margherita in 
Milan, Maria Caterina Calegari was famous as a singer and organ 
player, attracting crowds of music lovers from far and near to hear 
her play and sing her own compositions. Many others received rec- 
ognition for their motets and organ compositions. 


6 . 

What the Italian ladies did at their courts was done with greater 
or less success at other European courts down to the nineteenth 
century. In the latter part of the sixteenth century the courts of Eng- 
land and France were also centers of musical activity. Queen Eliza- 
beth herself was a musician, and English girls of the aristocracy stud- 
ied music hke the Italian girls. Lady Mildmay, a sixteenth-century 
English girl, in describing her pastimes to a friend, wrote: '‘Every day 
I practice my voice and set songs of five parts to my lute.” ® There 
was the royal pageantry in England and France involving special 
musical compositions and performances. On one of Queen Eliza- 
beth's “progresses,” she was greeted by a party of girls dressed to 
imitate the Greek graces and hours. They sang what is described as 
“a sweete song in six parts.” When King Henry II of France traveled 
to Rouen, he too was entertained by a pageant. The chronicle of the 
festival describes a show chariot on which ladies representing Vesta, 
Royal Dignity, Triumphant Virtue, Respect, and Awe rode while 
they sang a song of praise to the King. The very words and music 
that they sang are still in existence — a four-part motet for three so- 
prano voices and one alto by H. Lecouteux. (See Plate 59.) 

Praise and glory, thanks for the favours I 
Eviva the Kng, eviva.” 
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In the poorer and ruder land of Germany the courts were at first 
slow to take up the new fashion. In 1550, when the English ambas- 
sador reported to King Henry VIII his opinion of Anne of Cleves as 
a prospective queen, he said: ^^Nor yet she canne not synge nor pleye 
enye instrument, for they take it heere in Germanye for a rebuke and 
an occasion of hghtnesse that great ladyes should be lemyd or have 
enye knowledge of musicke.” 

But in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the German 
courts became centers for the patronage of music, supported by a 
widespread knowledge of composition, singing, and instrumental 
playing among the ladies of the nobility. 

The Electress of Saxony— Maria Antonia Walpurgis — ^was extrav- 
agantly praised by Dr. Charles Burney. On his travels around 
Europe, he visited her court and described her talents: "This Princess 
is celebrated all over Europe for her talents and the progress she has 
made in the arts. . . . Her Highness is a poetess, a paintress, and so 
able a musician that she plays, sings, and composes in a manner 
which dilettanti seldom arrive at. She has, among other things, writ- 
ten in Itahan two operas which she has herself set to music. . . . She 
sang a whole scene from her own opera Talestri in a truly fine 
style.” 

In the late eighteenth century music flourished in Vienna under 
the Empress Maria Theresa. Caldara, for example, composed a four- 
part madrigal called "The Game of Cards” for the four archduchesses. 
Hasse wrote a charming litany for the Empress Maria Theresa and 
her eight daughters to sing in their private chapel. The Empress, 
who had a fine alto voice, took the principal solo part. The girls 
joined in the choral sections and the future Emperor Josef played 
the organ. 

No women musicians in Europe or England could vie, however, 
with those of Itahan blood and background. From Italy the spirit of 
the Renaissance flowed out, carried often by the melodious tones of 
a womans voice. Sometime around 1700 a Venetian noblewoman, 
Antoma Bembo, went to Paris and attracted the attention of the 
l^eat Louis XIV by her beautiful singing. Since she was performing 
her own compositions, the King beheved her competent to be his 
court musician. While in the royal household and expected to pro- 
duce a constant supply of new mu|i 0 , she composed freely. One 
of her most successfiJ. works was afPe Deum for mixed voices and 
instruments. This Te Deum contains a very fine trio for women's 
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voices; the song extols the beautiful eyes of Princess Adelaide of Sa- 
voy. It was written by the order of the King to give thanks for the safe 
delivery of her baby boy. If it had been associated with the name of 
some great man composer, it would have been a celebrated piece. 

Bembo was one of a very small group of talented women who at- 
tained the rank of musical leader at court. Only three are known to 
have been in the position held by countless men— Louise Couperin, 
a Frenchwoman who worked professionally for Louis XIII, Tarqui- 
nia Molza, and Antonia Bembo. Each of them, when under a stim- 
ulus somewhat comparable to that enjoyed by men, created the type 
of music demanded by their employers and demonstrated the abil- 
ity of women to think and work in terms of contrapuntal music. 

7 . 

So through the centuries, from the time the troubadours began 
singing to the lady in the castle, there was a series of momentous 
changes involving the relation of women to music and hence to the 
whole pattern of social hfe. By the fourteenth century the taboo 
against women playing instruments was removed. By the fifteenth 
century ballroom dancing, even with the kiss before the partners 
separated, was considered proper. By the sixteenth century disap- 
probation of womens natural voices changed to approval, and 
women became normal participants in the singing of madrigals and 
part songs. Old, young, and even servants were in demand where 
polyphonic music in the home required several performers. By the 
seventeenth century the ladies were acting on the castle stages. 
Castiglione, who described ideal courtly life, thought that music and 
singing were ‘pastimes most fitting when ladies were present.” He 
set the standard for a great lady — ^“She must occupy herself with 
literature, music, painting, dancing and entertaining.” Music and 
women were no longer incompatible companions in Christian doc- 
trine. A good Christian lady could improve herself with a little music. 
In this respect, times had changed. 

With the freedom to make music, there was a limited opportunity 
at some courts for professional women musicians to work as conduc- 
tors and composers. But such brilliant women tended to be unlucky 
and a little tragic. Society was not organized to sustain them or to 
further their genius. Where they emerged as composers they were 
social accidents. For the most part, the function of women at the 



PRIESTESS OF BEAUTY 


227 


courts was simply to provide inspiration to men musicians. And this 
function tliey fulfilled wherever a sufiSciency of wealth and power 
was represented in some lady, carefully trained in music for her high 
position as fosterer of the genius of men. 

In influencing and often initiating social changes and inspiring 
men to produce new music for new occasions, the priestess of beauty 
had a mission. She was the indispensable social background for the 
creation of secular music in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eight- 
eendi centuries. Through her, music came to be regarded as a di- 
rect extension of the functions of a lady. The aristocracy set the stand- 
ard for the rising bourgeoisie, and even after the glory of the coxnts 
had faded many rich ladies of the nineteenth century retained the 
musical customs of the castle at their town houses or country estates. 
These dilettanti — those who delight in music — and amatores — ^those 
who love music — ^were quietly creating and maintaining that culti- 
vated taste without which no men musicians, however great, can 
thrive. 

This priestess of beauty was by no means the one whose coming 
had been crudely foreshadowed by the priestesses of the pagan re- 
ligion. She was not a natural being, in the fullness of a free develop- 
ment, standing on the inalienable dignity of her own relation to life 
as mother and woman. Despite the earnestness of some of these 
ladies and the intelligent and hard work they gave to their social 
task, the priestess of beauty was an artificial creation,- representing 
the subordination of the woman to an ideal of aristocratic family 
pride and power. But even so, the modem world owes much to her. 
In her, woman found again a real though limited place in the hier- 
archy of talent and power. The priestess of beauty symbohzed for 
womanhood what Lodovico di Canossa attributed to music: “Music 
is the charm of life, its light, its sunny grace; no art responds thus to 
the needs of our nature, none brings us such various and vivid emo- 
tions. It calms and penetrates us and raises us to Heaven with the 
quick beating of its wings.” 

It had been discovered that life cannot be fully hved without that 
charm. 
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I. 

T 

JL HE cultural pattern in which women as musicians function today 
was set at the beginning of the seventeenth century. At that time 
modem society, with new and revolutionary uses for music, began to 
take form. 

The change began with the slow crumbhng of Church and castle 
as the guides of the people’s spirit and arbiters of their earthly fate. 
The Protestant rebels against the Catholic Church estabhshed 
their dominance in the northern European nations, which now as- 
sumed leadership. Though the Protestants frequently repressed 
women and limited the use of music, the religious and ethical mo- 
nopoly of the Church as a whole was broken. Feudalism decayed or 
was violently destroyed. With its passing the power of the lady of 
the castle and the palace slowly declined. 

Instead of looking to the Chinch to explain and control the vast 
powers of the universe, men gained increasing assurance, and in- 
creasing practical rewards, from exploring and controlhng these 
powers through science. Instead of looking to princes and lords for 
material well-being, they began to find ever increasing means of get- 
ting weU-being for themselves through trade and commerce and 
manufacturing. 

AH these new tendencies were best represented in America. Start- 
ing at the beginning of the new era with no real traditions based in 
medieval church and castle, it was free to make the most spectacular 
and universal appHcation of trade, money-making, science, and in- 
vention. Modem America is now the supreme example of the change 
that had come over music and woman’s relation to music. 

228 
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Quite apart from the extension of music into new fields, during 
the seventeenth century there came a fundamental change in the 
idea of the utility of music — a change that amounted to a revolution 
in the social aspects of the art. The modem state and the modem 
educational system began to assume responsibility for leadership in 
thought and in the formation of ideals. As the new institutions 
gained in authority, music became an activity within the sphere of 
each, and musical expression from the talented individual found 
many new outlets. Instead of being inseparable from ritual, dance, 
and poetry, used primarily for the purpose of enhancing the emo- 
tional value of these expressions, music now began to be used as an 
end in itself. The stage, rather than the place of ritual or locale of 
work, became the setting for music. "Concert,” which had meant 
music made concertedly by several people for their own edification 
or diversion, now came to mean a performance by skilled profes- 
sionals in which the audience took no part. The focus of interest 
changed from what music could do to people to what people could 
do to music. 

One thing that did not change, however, was the association of 
music with the most highly valued activities. Music had always been 
a magic means of inducing a spiritual state. The religious exercises 
that were believed to bring this about once occupied the most im- 
portant place in the social life of the times. When religion lost some 
of its former dominance and other values developed, the nature of 
musical enterprise adapted itself to the changing environment. 
Trade, commerce, business, and money-making became the most 
highly valued activities. In the minds and lives of a great many 
people, business organizations and activity superseded the Church. 
And from the seventeenth century on until the present day, music 
entered a creative career as the handmaid of commerce. Thus the 
pubhc performance for a price superseded the old religious practices. 

The significance of this new relation of music to money is pro- 
found. Music lost the power that had been attributed to it from the 
beginning — ^the power to have some practical eflEect on the forces 
governing life. Music was no longer regarded as magic, but by many 
people merely as a means of making money, and by others as an 
amusement or diversion. But the more people were able to deal 
scientifically with physical and practical ills, the more they were left 
with a need for some other magic. So music became a means of spir- 
itual escape from care and worry, even from the details of money- 
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making. Otiber means had to be found to bend the powers of the 
universe to the will of the individual. But individuals still had no 
peace, no fullness of joy or reserve of vitality unless they harmo- 
nized themselves to the mighty rhythm of the universe. And the 
supreme means of doing this for modem people is music. 

Out of the quest for money and the need for spiritual escape de- 
veloped the public concert, and with it a new popular goddess, the 
prima donna. 

The popular concert gives to the people what formerly was the 
monopoly of coint and castle and church. One does not have to ask 
the church or the lady of the castle for leave to enjoy skilled per- 
formances of music. One simply pays a price so small that any thrifty 
worker can afford it. This is an immense release to the spirit of man, 
and especially of woman. A woman buys her ticket equally with a 
man and attends what she pleases. The box ofiSce knows no sex. 

The popular concert takes the ideal of the lady as priestess of 
beauty and gives her to the people as prima donna, the lady of their 
own worship. The lady of the castle and of the Renaissance palace 
had been a remarkable social institution. In her, aristocratic society 
had achieved a synthesis of the function of mother and wife and of 
the presiding spirit of music and social entertainment. In ancient 
society and in pohshed societies outside the West to this day, the 
mother and wife are one person, the hostess, musician, and enter- 
tainer quite another — Si courtesan, a geisha, a singsong girl, often be- 
loved and admired and highly cultivated, but deprived of the status 
of her who bears the binrden of the race. In the lady of the castle and 
palace, the honorable wife and mother took over some of the arts, 
the charms, the social freedom, and the privilege of the courtesan. 
She could sing and dance in mixed company. She could be the ob- 
ject of the praises and admiration of men and musicians. 

When the public concert developed, the people appropriated this 
lady and made her their own. A woman’s charm and talent became 
legitimate public property. She could display it to any public au- 
dience, yet remain in person and in private reputation inviolate. 
The lady’s voice was also appropriated. The Church could and did 
make rules against women’s singing. But the people paid no heed. 
What they sought was a spiritui escape. There was no musical in- 
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strument that gave wings to the average personas spirit on which he 
or she could more easily soar away than the voice of a woman. 

So out of the extension of the ftinctions of the priestess of beauty 
to include all who could make a small votive oflEering at the box 
office, and out of the people^^s response to the woman’s voice, there 
gradually evolved the prima donna. She thus became the modem 
goddess of music at whose altars a worshiping public bums incense 
of praise, on whom are showered all the gifts of the world, and whose 
managers profit by the devotion of her followers very much as pagan 
priests may have profited from the worship of old-time goddesses. 
And since women s voices early proved to be among the supreme 
attractions of the public concert, a way was opened for women to 
make large sums by the exercise of their own talents and to wield 
the power that money gives. 


s. 

The drift toward public performances featuring women’s voices 
had begun in some of the palaces and castles whose owners made 
their own buildings and grounds serve, on occasion, the functions of 
community centers by opening them to the public. This was what 
happened when the Duke of Mantua allowed his master of music, 
Claudio Monteverdi (1567-1643), to develop the idea of drama 
set to music, which had already been tried out in Florence and else- 
where, into a stupendous performance for an invited audience of 
five thousand people. This drama or opera, the Ballo dello Ingrata, 
opened with an elaborate scene showing the Inferno, with the souls 
of the damned coming through its flames, two by two, singing of 
their sins and their eternal torment. The voices of women who took 
some of the singing parts thrilled the Duke’s court. 

Slowly the woman singer began to emerge from the safe seclusion 
of castle or court into some public places without losing caste. One 
intermediate step was the appearance of women singers of noble 
birth at the accademie, which were men’s social clubs. Diana Pale- 
otti, one of the famous seventeenth-century singers, was extrava- 
gantly admired by a certain Roman nobleman, Marc Antonio by 
name, and was followed by him from house to house where the 
accademie met, and where she sang and played. Yet when she ap- 
peared at some public entertainments, he exclaimed in surprise that 
a noblewoman would dare to sing before so many people. 
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Another intermediate step was the appearance of a composer s 
wife as a singer in an opera composed by her husband. Several of 
the writers of the new musical drama were married to skilled sing- 
ers. When the Teatro San Cassiano, the first pubHc opera house, was 
opened in Venice in 1637, the fiirst opera to be produced was An- 
dromeda. The composer, F. Manelli, sang the role of Neptune him- 
self, and his wife, Maddalena, impersonated Andromeda, but the 
roles of the goddesses Juno, Venus, and Astrea were taken by cas- 
trati. 

So great a revolution as the appearance of honorable women 
upon a public stage could not come to pass without stirring the op- 
position of the Church. Naturally, the authorities took steps to pre- 
vent girls from adopting musical careers. .A series of decrees was 
issued. The first one appeared in 1588 and affected only the Roman 
theater, but in 1676 Pope Innocent XI extended the prohibition to 
cover the whole of Christendom. 

When women did perform in a public place, an apology seemed 
to be in order. The prologue to the second part of the opera The 
Siege of Ehodes, one of the first English operas, is spoken by a 
woman who says: ‘‘Hope for our women less, whose bashful fear 
wondered to see me dare to enter here.’' When in Russia, at exactly 
the same period, orchestras were being organized and theaters 
opened by Peter the Great, even this notable reformer could not 
break down the tradition of the monastic ideal in which Russian 
women had been nurtured for centuries. He was obliged to import 
actresses from Germany for the first Russian operas. Russian women 
themselves shrank from the public gaze. 

But as the seventeenth century progressed and the musical world 
went mad over opera, women solo singers were in great demand. 
The impressarios fully realized the sales value of a beautiful female 
voice. Unlike the Greeks, Emopeans could not dispense with the 
actress, so they made her attractive offers in the forms of educational 
opportunities and financial rewards for singing in public. 

With the rise of the middle classes in the eighteenth century, the 
career of the woman singer began to be soundly established along 
with the custom of public concerts and stage performances. Concerts 
of vocal and instrumental music, operas with ballet, and oratorios 
were performed in the public theater for the benefit of all who could 
pay admission. The fact that noblewomen were so accustomed to 
playing, singing, dancing, and acting in the castles undoubtedly in- 




From P. Schubring, Cassoni 


59. During the Renaissance period, women musicians participated in pageants 
and are so depicted upon a decorated chest. ( See page 224. ) 



Les Spectacles a travers les ages 


60. In a French lithograph from about 1830, a modern women’s chorus can be 
seen in the making. The man, instead of waiting, is now in the center of the 
scene. Compare the men in Plates 13, 17, 19, 30, 32, 53. (See page 255.) 




Alte Finakathek, Munich 

61. The seventeenth-century artist Florigerio has symbolized the relation of 
Western European women to music by painting an entertainer as the compan- 
ion of men. A nun retreats from the group and the natural woman is missing. 
(See page 282.) 


Courtesy of Barbara Morgan 

62. In this photograph of Martha Graham’s “Primitive Mysteries,” the grouping 
of the women and the position of their hands is similar to that in Plate 9. But 
while the Sherbro women live their rituals, these dancers merely act them on 
the stage. (See page 241.) 







Courtesy of The Board of National Missions 

64. Photographed in action, Vereda Pearson conducts a Neighborhood Home 
Festival. {See page 293.) 




fJouTtesi! 07 tLarold iieer 


65. Vassar girls in vestments officiate at their chapel services. (See page 293.) 



Courtesy of Virginia McCall 


66. In a crayon drawing, the artist has expressed her appreciation of the spiritual 
sustenance she derives from singing in a women's chorus. ( See page 293. ) 
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fluenced public opinion in the matter of accepting women and girls 
of the middle classes as actresses and singers on the public stage. 
Even the continued opposition of the Church and the competition 
of the castrati could not turn the tide against the popular determina- 
tion to make the public woman singer a trained musician with an 
honorable social status, whose highly lucrative career should be 
open to any girl of talent. 

The alternative to women’s singing was the singing of women’s 
parts by castrati. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 
turies, sometimes women, sometimes castrati sang. The toleration of 
these curious substitutes for women was part of a general lack of 
verisimilitude in early ItaHan opera. No one seemed to be artistically 
offended if Hercules had a high soprano voice or if a maiden 
nymph was impersonated by Vittoria Tesi, a popular singer with an 
alto voice as deep as a mans. All interest was centered in vocal 
technique, in the ability of the singer to trill, shake, make “divisions,” 
and reach incredible heights or depths of tone. Through the eight- 
eenth century, wherever the Italian operas went, the castrati went 
with them. Upper-class groups and court circles pampered them. 
Clad in silk, velvet, and lace, with diamonds glittering on their soft, 
white, plump hands, they continued to warble and posture and to 
assume incredible airs, even in dealing with kings and potentates. 
In the portrait Seneseno had painted of himself, he represented him- 
self as a Roman emperor, with ladies kneeling and kissing the hem of 
his coat of mail. Caffarelli complained to Louis XV that he did not 
receive the royal privileges accorded ambassadors. “All the ambas- 
sadors in the world could not make one Caffarelli,” he said.^ 

While these creatures remained the darlings of some upper-class 
audiences, the genuine popular taste would have none of them. 
As the people with their increasing prosperity asserted themselves 
and the greatest opportunity for the singer came to be the concert 
stage, the castrati disappeared and the prima donnas took their 
places. Finally Napoleonic law made it a crime to castrate a boy. 
Apropos of the subject of incentives and stimuli to productive musi- 
cal imagination, it is an important fact that, throughout their long 
history, castrati (or eunuchs) axe never spoken of as composers and 
are not associated in any way with creative work. 

The prima donna, who had already proved her worth in com- 
petition with the castrati, rose to greater heights of fame in the nine- 
teenth century. The romantic movement soimded the death knell 



234 MUSIC AND WOMEN 

of artificiality. It was now the thing to capitalize human feelings. 
Love, longing, hate, despair, and other emotional states became the 
subject matter of music. The more a composer s music was capable 
of manifesting a mood, the greater its appeal. Audiences demanded 
men with bass voices and women with deep, rich, stirring voices to 
sing the new romantic songs and operas. The more passionately the 
women performers sang or played, the more fuel was added to the 
fire of enthusiasm for their musical service. The very qualities that 
had formerly made women unacceptable in vocal music now became 
their best assets. 

While few singers could reach the heights of the great operatic 
prima doimas or concert singers, the way was opened for many 
skilled musicians to take the lesser parts. In the nineteenth century 
the limitless funds of the Americans and the ready enthusiasm of our 
great audiences made concert singmg a most lucrative profession 
for the European women musicians. An American tour could make 
their fortunes for life. 


4 . 

At her best the prima donna entirely transcended sex appeal and 
theatrical glamour and became a great representative figure, for 
women no less than for men. One of the most beautiful descriptions 
of Jenny Lind was that of Clara Schumann, who saw her with the 
eyes of a great woman and great artist. 

“The Lind” has a genius for song which might come to pass only 
once in many years. Her appearance is arresting at first glance, and 
her face, although not exactly beautiful, appears so because of the 
expression in her wonderful eyes. Her singing comes from her in- 
rnort Imartj it is no striving for effect, no passion which takes hold 
of the hearer, but a certain wistfulness, a melancholy, which reaches 
deeply mto the heart, whether one will or no. At the first moment 
she nught appear to some as cold, but this is not so at aU; the im- 
pression fa caused by the purity and simplicity which underlies her 
smgmg. Hiere is no forcing, no sobbing, no tremolo in her voice- 
not one bad habit. Every tone she produces is sheer beauty. Her 
coloratura is the most consummate I have ever heard. Her voice is 
not large in itself, but would certainly fill any room, for it is all soul.® 

Music like Jenny Lind’s was made possible because it was wanted. 
The people had called forth in her powers such as had been dormant 
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in other women for centuries. She could transcend the narrow and 
silly patterns of femininity still prevalent in the middle of the nine- 
teenth century in a serene assinrance of her power over so many 
hearts and minds everywhere. Wealth and praise were showered on 
her in her spectacular American tour, but she did not sing only for 
wealth or adulation. The lavishness with which Americans were 
ready to pour these at the feet of a prima donna rather overwhelmed 
her. In the midst of splendor she remembered her simple childhood 
and said wistfully, “Herrings and potatoes — a clean wooden chair 
and a wooden spoon to eat milk soup with — ^that would make me 
skip as a child.’^ ® The greatest prima donnas could always say in the 
words of Edith Wynne Mathison, “Nobody pays me for my art. That 
I give to the best of my abihty. What I am paid for is what I must 
put up with in trying to give the world my art.” ^ 

At the present time, the popularity of the virtuosa — ^be she vocal- 
ist or instrumentalist— is undimmed. Newcomers on the stage are 
the wonderful Negro singers. When Marian Anderson was invited 
to sing one Easter afternoon on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, 
the people of Washington thronged to hear her until the open spaces 
were filled with a vast surging crowd. This musician belongs to a 
race that, until only yesterday, had been barred from the profes- 
sional musical life of European and American culture. Once the 
taboo was removed, once prejudice against the Negroes subsided 
sufficiently to give them Hberty of action, several great singers rose 
to well-deserved fame. No better illustrations could be foxmd of the 
way force of custom and taboo operate against the free use of human 
energy. 

5 . 

While the prima donna was beginning to win her extraordinary 
place in modern music, the solo singers of the eighteenth centruy 
opened the way for the professional choral singer and her profes- 
sional training. Before the eighteenth century there were no choruses 
in the modem sense. One or two performers to a part were regarded 
as sufficient to reproduce the composer s intention. Among the 
many new developments in musical customs was the rendition of 
music by large groups of trained people. Gluck’s innovation in opera 
created a demand for the choms. By introducing choral sections in 
addition to the solo parts, he required the participation of many 
more singers. As choirboys and castrati were far from plentiful 



236 


MUSIC AND W.OMEN 

enough to make up a large chorus, girls were pressed into service. 
The romantic movement increased the demand for them. No one 
wotild have been satisfied if beautiful yoimg girls with trained voices 
had not sung the parts of the Polovetzian maidens in Prince Igor, or 
the priestesses in Boris Godunov, or the three Rhine naiads in 
Das Rheingold. The new interest in dramatic verity made women 
indispensable and opened up a wide avenue for musical activity. 

The problem was to provide enough trained girls to take the 
feminine parts. Even as late as 1825, Spontini had to dress up 
choirboys in the robes of vestal virgins for his opera Les Vestales. 

The demand for trained singers to take part in operas and ora- 
torios prompted musicians to found special schools for the instruc- 
tion of music. Hence, one of the new movements of the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries was the institution of schools for girls. 
Previously, girls had received their education at home from private 
tutors, or they had attended the monastic schools where they were 
educated as if they were to become nuns. One of the first schools for 
the professional woman performer was founded in France by Lully. 
He persuaded Louis XIV to allow girls to dance in the ballets of the 
operas he was composing. This was the origin of the Academic 
Fran^aise. Several princes in Germany founded singing schools for 
girls. In Hamburg a municipal theater was estabhshed — a unique 
institution in the history of German opera. A description of the activ- 
ities there stated that *‘the female personnel is made up of daughters 
of destitute merchants and artesans.” In 1711 seven girls are named 
in the records, their good social position being expressly specified, as 
if the authorities wished to make the profession respectable. Later, 
almost every city in Europe, England, and the Americas had several 
conservatories of music and, probably without exception, expected 
the attendance of girls, whose tuition fees were needed by the teach- 
ers to make their business profitable. 

6 . 

The prima donna also broke ground for instrumental players as 
artist performers, though instrumentalists lacked an undeniable ad- 
vantage or disadvantage in tone production. Women had here the 
competition of men, especially of those who started the fashion of 
playing on the new and improved pianos with a touch loud and 
heavy ^ough to break the strings. Nevertheless, many women have 
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excelled in playing both the old-fashioned harpsichord and the new 
piano in public performances. 

Supreme among all women pianists was Clara Schumaim. All that 
makes the drama, the glory, and the tragedy of a woman artist’s life 
was hers in full measure. Trained by her father as a child wonder 
and taken on concert tours by him, she was treated with the utmost 
harshness by him when she married the impecunious musician and 
composer Robert Schumann. Her father took her savings from her 
earnings and would let her have nothing to begin married life. 
Though her husband loved her dearly, admired her art, and con- 
stantly spoke of the inspiration she gave him, they both took it as 
a matter of course that she would make a daily routine that would be 
convenient to him. In her diary Clara wrote: “My playing is getting 
all behindhand, as is always the case when Robert is composing. 
I cannot find one httle hour in the day for myself.” ^ 

Seven children and a husband who spent his later days in an asy- 
lum drove her to resume her concert career. A woman of thirty-five, 
she took up the task of making Beethoven s work, then considered 
baffling and abstruse, known through her exquisite playing. She was 
the inspiration and critic of Brahms, who was fourteen years younger 
than she and who adored her. She devoted herself to making his 
music known, by her beautiful playing, along with that of Beethoven 
and her husband. In city after city of Europe the lovely lady, “almost 
a widow,” her slight figiue very slender in its tight bodice above her 
fuU skirts, sat at the piano. Steadily, tirelessly, with a standard of 
execution that was the wonder of all the musicians who heard her, 
she kept up her tours, playing to bring her husband back to health, 
playing to support her children, playing to make known new and 
beautiful music the world had not learned to appreciate. These were 
her incantations. 

For those talented girls who could not attain the success of a 
Clara Schumann, a Mme Carreno, or many others, the piano proved 
to be a practical means of providing a satisfactory career in profes- 
sional performance and especially in teaching others to perform. In 
modem times, no other instrument has sxirpassed it in popularity 
and in practicability for the woman musician. 

Next to the professional piano players, violinists presented them- 
selves to the public. Maddelina Lombardini, a particularly brilliant 
musician of the eighteenth century, rivaled Tartini in her playing. 
Like the ladies of the courts, she often played her own compositions. 
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In tbe nineteentiti century numerous others performed before admir- 
ing audiences. Soloists of either sex performing on wind instruments 
in pubhc were extremely rare until the most recent times. 


7 . 

But the genius of individual performers could not break down 
entirely the old taboos against women in music. What was yielded 
to an individual woman of genius or charm was not yielded to 
women collectively and as a right. In no field do the curious anoma- 
lies that have been inherited in our culture from a dark past show 
more clearly than in the barriers women encounter as players in 
orchestras. 

Among men, professional instrumental players of lesser skill found 
many opportunities for a musical career in the opera and symphony 
orchestras, which were increasing by leaps and bounds throughout 
the nineteenth century. But here women were, and still are, at a 
grave disadvantage. Players and conductors in the newly forming 
orchestras at first consisted entirely of men who used music as a 
means of making a Hving and who resented the competition of 
women. For some unknown reason, harpists proved to be an excep- 
tion to the general taboo against women appearing in an orchestra. 
A single woman playing the harp graced almost every concert. Since 
the First World War, competent instrumental players have been 
pouring out of the conservatories, seeking employment in the large 
orchestras, in various types of chamber orchestras, or in jazz bands. 
But still controversy rages over the question of the participation of 
professional women instrumental players in orchestra associations 
supported by the pubfic. The women have their supporters and 
their antagonists announcing diametrically opposed opinions as to 
the worth of women musicians. 

On the one hand, these instnnnental players have many support- 
ers, especially in localities where women themselves are accustomed 
to independence. At Long Beach, California, for instance, an all- 
women orchestra is maintained by municipal tax. A short time ago 
Leopold Stokowski said: T find that women are equally as talented 
as men.” And in the New York Times of September 29, 1940, ap- 
peared a statement by Izler Solomon, conductor of the first aU- 
women symphonic orchestra to appear regularly on the air: “It is 
perfect nonsense to say that women are inferior to men in the world 
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of music. ... In many instances, they are better than men. . . . 
Women are more sensitive and are apt to have a finer perceptive 
reaction to phrasing.’" Hans Kindler, in 1946, represents the most 
liberal attitude toward women players: ‘Their ability and enthusi- 
asm constitute an added stimulant for the male performers . . . 
they were a veritable godsend to most conductors during the war 
years. The National Symphony has re-engaged its fifteen women 
players.” ® 

On the other hand, Jose Iturbi goes so far as to agree with some of 
the nineteenth-century conductors in believing that women can 
never be “great musicians.” On that account, he refused to accept 
girl graduates from the Eastman School of Music as players in the 
Rochester Symphony Orchestra. In a recently published article. Sir 
Thomas Beecham boldly announced that “Women Ruin Music.” He 
explained his meaning by adding: “If the ladies are iU-favored the 
men do not want to play next to them, and if they are weU-favored, 
they can’t.” In this remark he makes himself out a cad, or, as his 
countrymen say, a “bounder.” But he also places himself in the cate- 
gory of the early Church Fathers, who wished to make the life of the 
spirit, including music, a man’s business with no thought of women’s 
emotional needs. 

Even today, in most parts of Exuope, England, North and South 
America, however, women have an uphill fight to secure a desk in a 
professional orchestra. Many irrelevant reasons are advanced for 
their exclusion. Women, it is said, cannot attend rehearsals on ac- 
count of their home duties, women cannot travel, women interfere 
with men’s hberty to swear and spit, girls might flirt with the pa- 
trons. . . . These difficulties are overcome by managers of theatri- 
cal and baUet troupes because girls are essential to the success of 
their business. Orchestral music can be performed without women. 
Hence, excuses are made to exclude them. 

As a result of excluding women from the regular civic orchestras, 
women have organized instrumental groups of their own. Musi- 
cally, these groups are without justification, since in instrumental 
playing the sex of the player should make no difference, unless, of 
course, feminine sex charm is advertised as box-office appeal. What 
the serious woman musician hoped was that skill, when demon- 
strated, would enable her to be employed in a regular orchestra on 
terms of merit. But when the women’s organizations first appeared, 
they were met by the critics with a conspiracy of silence. In 1896, 
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for instance, the concerts of the Women s String Orchestra of New 
York were never reviewed by the press. Later, sarcasm was em- 
ployed. Patronizing remarks about women s orchestras are still the 
rule rather than the exception. It is the reporter’s favorite joke to 
compare women players to sirens or angels. The old idea of the Jew- 
ish rabbis and the Christian Church Fathers, that a woman musician 
must be either a seducer of good men or a sexless spirit, dies hard. 
Most critics, indeed, treat with levity the legitimate attempts of 
women to eam*their hving by means of instrumental music: ^‘Eight 
himdred feminine members of the American Federation of Musi- 
cians campaigned for the right to toot the trombone and blow the 
bassoon — ^for pay. They charged that the eighteen thousand mascu- 
line members of the union so dominate the field of professional 
music in New York that a woman can obtain jobs only by playing 
the harp, piano, or organ." ^ 

Unless a girl attains the rank of a successful virtuosa, she has far 
less chance for a profitable and interesting career as an instrumental- 
ist than if she were a man of equal native talent and proficiency. 

8 . 

Despite the cultural backwardness of son^e men musicians in posi- 
tions of authority, the prima donna was a constant inspiration to the 
woman musician. As she soared to her great glory in the nineteenth 
century, women engaged in a determined but uphill battle to assert 
leadership in other kinds of endeavor associated with music. Within 
the last two or three decades this is beginning to show some real 
results, especially in America. As conductors, as critics and musicol- 
ogists, as composers, as teachers, and as dancers, women have been 
able to do more or less original work — ^not nearly as much as they 
might do, but an increasing amount with increasing freedom and 
effectiveness. A few individuals have been able to compete success- 
fully with men on men’s own ground. For a representative of leader- 
ship in every modem department of the modem musical world, 
there is Nadia Boulanger. As performer, conductor, composer, and 
teacher, she attracted men and women from the four comers of the 
earth to her institute at Fontainebleau, and has become a distin- 
guished leader in the advancement and dissemination of intellec- 
tualized music. 

Nowhere has womens initiative in enterprises associated with 
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music been more original than in creating new forms of the dance. 
Since the dance as a religious expression was forbidden by organized 
religion, ballets in operas developed in the most artificial and barren 
manner. But by the end of the nineteenth century the public became 
ravenous for new sensations. At the same time women were be- 
ginning to be suJBBciently emancipated to act as free lances. From 
Isadora Duncan on, a steady supply of women artists has been re- 
vitalizing the old primitive dance forms that expressed subconscious 
desires and strivings. Like her primitive ancestress, the dancer of 
today usually combines the functions of creator, performer, and 
leader. (See Plate 62.) 

In conducting music, however, the same barriers that keep women 
players out of orchestras were, and stiU are, effective. Men were al- 
ready intrenched in musical leadership, and exclusion from classes in 
conducting added to the handicaps confronting a woman leader. 
When Antonia Brico, now a successful orchestral conductor, worked 
her way to Berlin and persuaded Karl Muck to accept her in his 
class, he was at first reluctant. Even in 1920, a woman leader 
seemed to be an anomalous creature. When a woman did succeed as 
a conductor, she had to overcome the general prejudice against 
women as leaders of public enterprises. The majority of people (in- 
cluding women) questioned a woman’s ability to understand or 
demonstrate the music. Although she might have proved her author- 
ity, still they condemned her. Emma Steiner, a briUiant musician in 
New York City, successfully led the Anton Seidl Orchestra of eighty 
players. One of her admirers, Heinrich Conrad, said that he would 
like to promote her to be a conductor of the Metropolitan Opera As- 
sociation, but that he did not dare to brave public animosity against 
a woman. Although prejudice against women leaders has abated 
suflBciently for several to have achieved marked success, still, except 
occasionally as guests, women are not asked to conduct the most im- 
portant symphony orchestras. 

On the other hand, a forecast of better times brings hope to young 
women musicians. Many of them are benefiting from a change not 
only in the attitude of teachers toward them but also in the new 
liberality of public opinion toward women leaders. Girls who enter 
the Westminister Choir School at Princeton, New Jersey, suffer from 
no suspicion of incapacity. This school is aflSliated with the low- 
church Protestant groups that have taken the lead in breaking dovm 
barriers against the participation of women in the religious cere- 
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mony. The girls are trained not only to be choral singers, but also to 
be choir directors and organists. Young women graduates are as 
much in demand as their men companions. For missionary outposts 
and rural communities, married couples are at a premium. As a re- 
sult of the general change in attitude toward the natural women, the 
number of competent women conductors is annually increasing. 

9 . 

It is especially in the art of teaching that women have been able to 
break new ground by emphasizing social values of music that tend to 
be neglected by men musicians. The exclusion of women from mu- 
sical activities where men have strong vested interests has forced 
women to initiative and enterprise, which, in time, if women prove 
to have a sounder sense of social responsibihty, may prove to be a 
boomerang to men. 

Many farsighted women have worked hard to establish music 
teaching in public and private schools and to develop methods of 
their own. As far back as 1850, an Englishwoman, Sarah Ann Glover, 
invented a sol-fa system for reading music. By virtue of it, hundreds 
of new choral societies sprang up in England. Opportunity for more 
individuals to participate in choruses and choirs was tremendously 
increased. From her day, almost a hundred years ago, to this, there 
has been a steady stream of women leaders intent upon breaking 
down the pre-emption of musical authority by the^few and upon 
helping more people to experience music firsthand. A contemporary 
leader among women musicians is Olga Samaroff,^ the distinguished 
pianist. Realizing the lack of an adequate technique in so many 
adults for hearing music, she planned a course of study to give a per- 
son who has never been musically educated the elementary training 
for hstening. The ‘‘Layman’s Music Course” has been widely circu- 
lated to the enrichment of thousands previously incapable of enjoy- 
ing^usic. 

^Though women, in general, have lacked adequate institutional 
support, this also is granted to gifted individuals on occasion. An 
outstanding example of this is the permission granted by the Cath- 
olic Church to a nun, Mother Georgia Steyens, to train the teachers, 
both men and women, wEo were needed to carry out an important, 
reform in the musical usage of the Church. It is now ordained that 



THE PRIMA DONNA 243 

the members of Roman Catholic congregations shall be taught to 
give their responses to the priest in Gregorian plain chant, according 
to a very ancient custom. Hence children in the parish schools are 
now given systematic instruction in singing, 

F or this a mm. Mother Georgia Stevens, who sums up in herself 
the long tradition of music in women’s convents, organized and di- 
rected classes and trained teachers, many of them women. She wrote 
a graded series of six music textbooks to teach sight reading and the 
elements of composition— entitled the Tone and Rhythm series— 
which are a beautiful example of the apphcation of intelligence, im- 
agination, tact, and charm to teaching music. This teaching she 
designs not for the purpose of making skilled performers, but to re- 
store to music its rightful place as a universal language for the deep- 
est human emotions. 

In her work as a teacher up to her death in 1946, and in the books 
she has left behind her. Mother Stevens has brought into the life of 
children and yoimg people in the United States something of the 
leadership and power of the great nuns of the Middle Ages. Any 
child trained in her methods will henceforth possess music as a nat- 
ural language and a spiritual resource. As regards participation in 
congregational surging. Catholic women and girls will eventually be 
in a position vastly superior to that of their Protestant sisters. U^or- 
tunately, as yet the number of teachers trained in Mother Stevens’ 
methods is insufficient to reach more than a few parishes. Like so 
many of the new musical customs in which women are having the 
chance to participate in a natural manner, only a beginning has been 
made, and only a very few women are profiting from changing atti- 
tudes. 


10 . 

Mother Stevens’ work was a long step in the right direction. But 
elsewhere in the great educational system that had been developing 
throughout western European and American civilization, the cleft 
between different types of musicians was widened. There were pa- 
trons, producers, impressarios, publishers, conductors, performers, 
and composers. Each group required intensive tr ainin g and often 
cultivated quite different capabilities. AH together, they served as a 
hierarchy of men and as purveyors of men’s musical ideas to an ex- 
pectant public. Women were no more in this hierarchy than they 
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had been in the priesthood, except in the capacity of performers of 
men s music. Here the prima donna shone. But she shone alone. The 
expression of collective womanhood through music was lacking. 

Under some circumstances the brilliant achievement of the prima 
donna might have provided a more vital stimulus and braver musical 
leadership for women. But she reached her height in connection 
with a general social tendency to overrate virtuosity as an end in 
itself and to underrate creative self-expression through composition. 
It is true that some prima donnas were composers. When the excel- 
lent professional singer Josephine Kdstlin-Lang was a young girl of 
fifteen, Mendelssohn spoke with enthusiasm of her talent: ‘'She has 
such a gift for composing and singing songs as I have never heard. 
She gives me the greatest joy musically I have ever experienced.” ® 
In later life, Josephine sang at her own recitals and also published 
many songs that were received with admiration. She was only one of 
many women performers who both composed and sang or played 
her own music. Clara Schumann composed for the piano and for the 
voice. The brilliant pianist, Mme Carreno, composed a stirring song 
that became the national anthem of her country. 

But as the demands of virtuosity compelled performers to devote 
themselves completely to their task of acquiring a more and more 
briUiant technique, the urge to create was stifled. Men, too, became 
specialized into either performers, conductors, or composers. Anton 
Rubenstein is a good example of a musically talented boy who neg- 
lected his creative impulse in favor of virtuosity on the piano. Pian- 
ists and vioHnists even gave up composing their own cadenzas in 
concertos. Not the slightest stigma of spiritual or intellectual defi- 
ciency was attached to these artists — men or women. It was simply 
that custom had changed. Women, therefore, followed the fashion 
an^ost the one springboard they had had for creative work. 
f^e glorification of performing artists out qf .alIpxQpp.rtion to Aeir 
real service to society leads us to a secondhand and vicarious partici- 
pation in musi(4Love, joy, grief, symbolic union with the rff^m of 
life find musical expression through witnessing performance on the 
stage rather than through actual participation by people themselves. 
A “festival” too often means a public performance by professionals 
rather than pubhc participation by the people who are affected by 
the spirit of such a festival. We are satisfied to celebrate a victory by 
listening to a symphony. We have accustomed ourselves to hearing 
requiems away from the presence of the dead, and to watching 
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dancers on tbe stage step through the paces of a primitive puberty 
ri|^s in the beautiful conception of Martha Graham. 

Such vicarious participation in music tends to deceive youth into 
thinking that men and women can dispense with the work of making 
every detail of living right and vital and that they are to look for 
beauty and art only in museums and on the stage. TTiousands of girls 
and boys who should be learning the rudiments of music, who 
should be regarded as precious raw material from which genius is 
refined, are diverted from a straightforward, natural attitude to- 
ward music. Merely average ability to sing or play becomes mistaken 
for marked talent. Girls and boys glorify actors, actresses, movie 
stars, opera singers, and attempt to emulate them rather than aiming 
at the ideal of incorporating music into their own daily Hves.^ 

Overemphasis on virtuosity is now reaping its just rewSd. Our 
young composers — men and women — are at a distinct disadvantage 
when compared with those of former times. Societies have to be or- 
ganized to "encourage” creative work. Prizes are ofEered to “stimu- 
late” expression in terms of music. The public is not interested in 
new works, but places a far higher value on some popular singer or 
conductor who is able to exert a temporary magical charm over 
spiritually starved listeners. By following too intensely the ideal of 
showmanship, we narrow the groove for musical expression rather 
then opening wide the gates to limitless realms of imagination. 

So the prima donna has been the representative of two great tend- 
encies in modem music. On the one hand, her refulgent glory has 
helped gifted individual women to function as musicians. The light 
shed by her has been a sort of sunshine insensibly melting the frozen 
and sterile attitudes of the Church toward the natural woman musi- 
cian. On the other hand, she has become the representative of a de- 
plorable tendency to substitute highly finished performance of 
others’ music for original musical creation, and to listen to music in- 
stead of participating' in it. In glorifying the one spectacular woman 
who reaches heights of virtuosity, the influence of the prima donna 
and her spiritual descendant, the motion-picture star, has not been 
wholesome. As a popular goddess of music and charm, she is a dan- 
gerous deity whose presence in our midst needs now to be chal- 
lenged if we are to revitalize the spirit of our young men and 
women by means of music. 
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T|7’ 

r r HEN the priests and priestesses of ancient Rome approached 
the altars, they were attended not only by boy acolytes, but also by 
girl acolytes. These girls were called camillae. 

So the modern priestess of beauty, the prima donna, has her at- 
tendants in the many amateurs who have been inspired by music. 
These are her camillae. 

These amateurs have two functions. One is to act as patronesses or 
sponsors of performing artists. The other is to perform music them- 
selves, in co-operation with or under the leadership of professionals. 

For recognition and support, musical talent depends upon intelli- 
gent music lovers. As organizers of musical enterprise in all its forms, 
women continue to play an important role. The ranks of the few 
aristocratic ladies who patronized musicians in palatial residences 
have now been increased by thousands of prosperous ticket buyers 
for public concerts. In almost every city, women are associated for 
the purpose of assisting local artists and of helping to support the 
large orchestras and choruses. While there are still those who agree 
with Cosima Liszt that women were put into the world to serve great 
men, an increasing number are making a point of supporting women 
artists. Many a womens club now engages women musicians to sing 
or play at the meetings. And this tendency found a broader expres- 
sion in 1939, when the General Federation of Women s Clubs, meet- 
ing in New York, stated that it would henceforth encourage those 
orchestras that employed women as well as men players. 

Although women are so active and so beneficial an influence in the 
essential task of advertising and planning music, and although more 
women than men attend concerts, still the directing boards of the 
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large orchestras and opera companies are made up primarily of men. 
The reason for this is that since the performance of music must be a 
j^ofitable business, members of the board must have business, rather 
than musical, expenence. To register her disapproval, the patroness 
may boycott an individual or an organization, but rarely from the 
inner circles does she make ultimate decisions about new trends in 
inusic. Her conteol is more negative than positive, more conciliatory 
than self-assertive. She herself determines this attitude and deliber- 
ately chooses to curb her power. In the musical world women actu- 
ally have more power than they are exercising at the present time, 
but they allow their relation to music to be governed by their rela- 
tion to men and to the type of culture in which they live. 

Just as our modern art of music depends on amateurs as patrons, 
so it also depends on amateurs as performers in private and for their 
own pleasure. On the desire of amateurs to perform music them- 
selves, a vast musical enterprise flourishes — ^including teachers and 
music publishers. Without these acolytes many professional musi- 
cians could not find means to live. As amateur performers of all 
kinds, women are now as numerous, as enthusiastic, and as powerful 
as men. 

2 . 

But there is one field that requires a special discussion, and some 
historical background, for here amateurs participate to the virtual 
exclusion of professionals. This is the field of choral music. In this 
department of our musical civilization, amateurs are essential. With- 
out their voluntary and temporary service on the stage, the great 
choral groups of modern times would be a financial impossibility. 
For women who love and crave music but who do not wish to be 
professionals, this custom has enormous benefit — ^for it enables them 
to participate in the greatest music with a professional conductor, 
accompanied by a professional orchestra and soloists, without in- 
terfering with their home life. 

The rise of the middle classes to prosperity enabled many more 
people to pay admission to concerts. In the seventeenth century these 
new public audiences clamored not only for operas but also for other 
types of choral music. The men and boys trained in church choirs 
could not entirely satisfy the demand. Students’ choral societies from 
the mens universities often gave both private and public concerts. 
Older men, too, who had singing societies and glee clubs for their 
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own diversion, invited guests to hear them sing the popular part 
songs and madrigals. But such men as these and the trained church 
choirs were hardly fitted to present great oratorios and other forms of 
sacred music to the public. Then it was that volunteer choirs of men 
and women offered tiieir services and immediately became indispen- 
sable. As early as 1680, mixed choruses appeared in France. By 1780 
they were found in practically every city of Europe, England, and 
the United States. 

Oratorios were first written about 1600, at the same time as the first 
operas. An oratorio differs from an opera in that it deals with a reli- 
gious subject. The name "oratorio” was used because the oratory of 
churches was generally the place of practice and performance. It is 
said that the first oratorios were action songs, just like the operas. 
And it seems certain that women participated. But the presence of 
women in concerts of a sacred character, especially when they were 
performed in church, was objected to by many church oflBcials and 
by the pious conservatives. In the first mixed choruses organized for 
singing oratorios, women sang only the soprano parts. Often, in pub- 
lic performances, they merely reinforced the choirboys’ voices. In 
1784 at the Handel commemoration in Westminster Abbey, for in- 
stance, eight ladies were permitted to assist the boys. Forty-eight 
men sang the alto parts, and indeed, until very recently, in many 
English churches and concerts men continued to sing alto. In one of 
the early American choruses, women seemed to be admitted out of 
a feeling of tolerance for their eagerness to sing. The Stoughton 
Musical Society, organized in 1774, gave women the treble but not 
the alto parts. Men sang the alto line and women merely imitated the 
tenors an octave higher in the treble range. Only gradually did the 
women take a natural place among the singers. When Mendelssohn 
and Spohr organized groups, they insisted upon giving women the 
alto parts to sing. After about 1840, women supplanted choirboys 
and even the male altos, and thus established beyond recall the 
modern mixed chorus. 

The latest development of the mixed chorus has come about 
through the colleges for women and co-educational colleges. The es- 
tablishment of institutions where women could gather for study and 
training made centers where women could function collectively as 
amateur chorus singers. They immediately established their high 
value for music. Men’s colleges now send formal invitations to the 
girls to join with them in producing the great choral works. 
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Some of these mixed choirs are famous, appearing on the stage in 
special hierarchal costume. The St. Olaf Choir is clothed in p^le 
velvet and the Westminster Choir in red with white satin surplices. 
So as far as the performance of vocal music is concerned, the mantle 
of the nun-priestess musician of former times has fallen on the shoul- 
ders of the modern college girl. 

This has made a great many changes in choral music. Not only has 
the personnel of the chorus changed, but the sound of the music has 
changed. The B Minor Mass, Handel s oratorios, the Missa Solemnis, 
and other choral works that were written with the sound of falsetti’ 
or boys, in mind are now associated with the sound of womens 
voices. 

Another change has been the change in the character of the music. 
Modern audiences respond to music that expresses human emotions. 
For the purpose of enhancing the emotional effect, they prefer the 
joint performance of men and women. Brahms composed his Ger- 
man Requiem for adult men and adult women to sing togeth^. 
Without the quality of maturity and experience with Hfe, this ap- 
pealing work could not be affectively interpreted. And ever since 
Brahms’ time, this lead has been foUowed by composers of great 
choral music. 

At the same time that women and girls were edging their way into 
the mixed choruses and were being trained as professional perform- 
ers of music, some leaders in the musical world agitated for their in- 
clusion in regular church choirs. 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, women had been singing 
in enough choruses to have changed public opinion about the value 
of their joining regular church choirs. A contributory factor to hber- 
ahty in the matter was the change that had taken place in the kind of 
music thought to be suitable for church use. Churchgoers became 
interested in giving to music that accompanied the religious cere- 
mony, the quality of a concert. Organists were expected to be virtu- 
osi; solo singers were employed on a professional basis; women were 
included in choirs in order to facilitate the performance of elaborate 
anthems. Presbyterians in America, especially, followed the trend of 
concertizing all music and sanctioned the solo quartet — two men 
and two women singers who rehearsed and performed as if at a 
musicale. 

Today, however, a distinction is still drawn between liturgical 
singing and other religious choruses. Where church music is re- 



250 MUSIC AND WOMEN 

garded as a land of sacred concert— a performance by trained sing- 
ers for an audience that listens — ^women are admitted to choirs. But 
where music is a liturgy and the members of the liturgical choir are 
thought of as attendants of the priest at the altar, women are ex- 
cluded. Women may entertain an audience, even in church, and at- 
tract people into the service by their voices, but they may not be 
official representatives of worship. This prohibition applies wherever 
there is liturgy, in its ancient and traditional sense, in the church 
service — whether the church be Catholic, Greek Orthodox, Jewish, 
or Protestant. 

Protestant church singing is founded not on liturgical singing but 
on congregational singing. The formal choir, even in vestments, is 
composed of trained singers whose function is theoretically to lead 
the congregation in singing. To such choirs many Protestant 
churches admit women, and so greatly enhance their music and the 
interest it has for the pubhc. In Flint, Michigan, working men and 
v^men have thus made their city famous by their reverent musician- 
ship. At St Paul's on the HlQ, an Episcopal church in Minneapolis, 
men and women chant Georgorian plain song antiphonally. Dom 
Anselm Hughes, the well-known English music scholar, spoke of this 
choir in 1940 as being the most remarkable he had heard in America. 
There is clearly no musical reason why women should not sing in 
church, and the custom preventing them from taking an equal re- 
sponsibility with men in the religious ceremony is a survival of a 
taboo on women that is now repudiated by public opinion. The ex- 
clusion of women from the hturgical choir constitutes the last barrier 
to the complete participation of women in the vocal music of our 
civilization. 

5 . 

The mixed chorus with orchestra is the high point of our musical 
hfe. But there are also the separate mens choruses and womens 
choruses, both of which are sound musical ventures and sound social 
institutions with a longer history than any other musical group. At 
the present time, the social need for either has been transcended by 
the far greater need for choruses of men and women together. But as 
long as there are men and women, there will be times when men pre- 
fer to sing in their own groups and when women, or girls, find satis- 
faction in singing with each other without men. If a mens chorus is 
socially justified, then a womens chorus is equally justified. 
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There is, however, a striking diflFerence between the two groups, 
and this diSerence is the cause of public respect for men^s choruses 
and of lack of interest in womens choruses. Modern men^s choruses 
are similar to the men s groups in primitive societies. They are, in- 
deed, a continuation of very ancient secret societies. In primitive 
tribes today, men perform their own rites and invoke their own spirit 
at initiation, in preparation for war or hunting, and at many other 
times. The modem men s chorus is an ofiEshoot of the synagogue or 
church choir in which mens religion (their relation to God) is ex- 
pressed. Whether the men in a men s club today have ever sung in a 
synagogue or church choir or not, whether they beheve in the Jew- 
ish-Christian God or not, they believe wholeheartedly in the power 
of men collectively. They sing with vitality, self-confidence, and in 
the assurance that they are right. In the glee club or college chorus, 
men celebrate their own moods, be they grave or gay. They sing 
music composed by one of their own members or by a professional 
man musician. They have their own leader. The secular chorus is 
merely one more institution organized by men themselves for the 
aflBrmation of their manhood. 

As men sing now, so women once sang to their own deities, in- 
spired with a proud, collective sense of their importance as women. 
And so they still sing among many primitive and peasant groups. 
But at the moment, the talent of peasant women in many countries 
has been forced into a channel that is still flowing swiftly and deeply 
like a mighty underground river, fertilizing the soil above it but only 
here and there surging up to the surface. In these groups women 
themselves are often conscious of their repressed power. Even a hun- 
dred years ago, strong personahties like the Gaehc Maire Ni Dhiubh 
burst out regretfully: ''Where are the dark women of the glens, who 
would keen and clap their hands. . . ^ 

And in our civihzation women are so far devitalized by the long 
suppression of their real inner life and its voice in music that they do 
not even know why they are still not in the right relation to music. 
When women gather to sing now they have no background. Owing 
to the negative attitude of organized rehgion as a whole toward 
women and girls, the womens chorus of modern times has never 
been a rehgious expression, as the primitive and peasant women's 
choruses are. Even the Protestants missed the opportunity, which 
had presented itself so forcibly in the Reformation, to dignify their 
daughters and to crystallize the trend away from the debasement of 
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women. They planned nothing for their ^Is in the way of oflScial 
participation in religious music, and to this day accept the negation 
of womanhood. This principle, supported also by women theni- 
selves, has conditioned the whole development of the womens 
chorus and even the music composed for it by men. 

When our civilization developed, only tibe nuns in the convents 
had music, and some wonderful music was composed for nuns by 
men. Even today this constitutes the best music for women s cho- 
— ^that is, the most nearly equal in quality to music for mixed 
choruses. 

So far as early secular singing by women in groups is concerned, 
there is no record of the music sung by women together in the cas- 
tles. We know of no music composed for them by men until the six- 
teenth century. Then some madrigals were written for especially 
skillful singers. Later in private chapels a few pieces were composed 
by men for women to sing. Much of the music now regarded as 
classics for wometfs choruses was composed for and sung by boys. 

The women s chorus, as we know it, began in the music school or 
in the girls^ boarding school — ^both products of the seventeenth cen- 
tury. At that time, singing teachers in France were gathering their 
pupils together to give them practice in * ensemble.” And Mme de 
Maintenon was persuading Louis XIV to endow a boarding school 
for girls of the French aristocracy. In this school at St. Cyr, the Ursu- 
line canonesses in charge of the girls taught them to sing beautifully 
in their private chapel. So charming were the girls voices that 
Racine was inspired to write the operas Esther and Athalie for the 
girls to perform. His friend J. B. Moreau composed the music. Both 
operas were given several times before the king and royal guests 
with such success that the attention of the church was attracted. Ob- 
jections were made to the nuns’ and their pnpils’ spending so much 
time on secular music, and development along these lines stopped 
short. 

In Protestant England, the girls’ schools were often centers for the 
performance of new music. Purcell’s lovely opera Dido and Aeneas 
came to life at Mr. Priest’s school for girls in Chelsea. One of the pu- 
pils, Lady Dorothy Burke, took the leading part, and her compan- 
ions sang and danced in the choruses. Like Mr. Priest, other school- 
masters were often skilled in music and advertised the teaching of 
song and dance as a particular advantage of school life. They fre- 
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quently composed masques and operettas for their pupils. Susanna 
Perwich is an example of a young woman musician who had the in- 
centive of leadership to develop her creative musical imagination. 
She and her mother directed a school for girls. As music teacher, she 
conducted a chorus, a ballet, and an orchestra. She herself invented 
the dances and wrote the orchestral compositions for the pupils. In 
America the Moravians in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, were unique, 
apparently, in making adequate provision for Aeir girls to be choris- 
ters. Division of the congregation into "choirs” according to sex and 
age brought each group into prominence as singers and made an- 
tiphonal singing a feature of the service. In the famous Moravian 
School for Young Ladies, founded by the Countess von Zinzendorf 
in 1742, the girls were taught to regard singing as a serious contri- 
bution to community life, and from their ranks came a number of 
hymn writers. 

Russian "institutes,” or boarding schools for aristocratic girls, were 
founded by variqjis empresses. The JBrst one in St. Petersburg was 
called "The Society of Genteel Maidens” and became known later as 
the Smolny Institute. Music played a great part in the lives of the 
girls who attended these schools. Choirs were organized as a matter 
of course. The girls often gave performances for guests or in celebra- 
tion of some national event, and in that way had opportunity to par- 
ticipate in operatic music. In 1773, for instance, the pupils at the 
Smolny Institute performed Pergolesfs La Serva Pardona, and in 
1775 they commemorated the treaty of peace just signed with the 
Turks. Dressed in the attire of vestals, four hundred girls took part 
while forty of them guarded a sacred flame upon an altar erected for 
the purpose. 

During the nineteenth century, high-ranking musicians such as 
Glazounoff and Liadoff composed special cantatas for the girls to 
sing in welcoming church dignitaries and members of the imperial 
family. Most of these schools had private chapels in which the girls 
performed religious music with wonderful sincerity and skill. At the 
services held every Saturday evening and every Sunday morning, the 
choir was customarily led by one of the older girls and assisted by 
soloists drawn from the student body. The most wonderful singing 
was achieved during Lent and especially at the midnight service on 
Easter Eve. At the Vladimir Girls’ School, where women teachers 
were trained for the parochial schools, the choir was particularly 
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famoxis. It was the custom for legends and facts about the choirs, 
their leaders, and the soloists to be passed down from class to class, 
building up an unwritten tradition of effort and excellence. 

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the famous Ve- 
netian conservatories for orphan girls gave tremendous impetus to 
the participation of girls in singing and playing instruments. In 
music-loving Venice, when prosperity enabled influential citizens to 
spend money for the arts, it was only natural that public institutions 
should als6 benefit from the prevailing interest in music. The direc- 
tors of the four orphan asylums hit upon the happy plan of training 
the girls to contribute to their own support by means of concerts. 
Musical directors of high standing — among them such great masters 
as Hasse, Porpora, Gasparini, and Vivaldi — ^were engaged to com- 
pose vocal and orchestral music for the girls. The result was that 
soloists, the girl choirs, and girls’ orchestras became famous all over 
Europe. Visitors flocked to the conservatory of the Incurabli to hear 
the choir, to the Pieta to hear the orchestra, to all ^ur conservatories 
in order to hear the enchanting solo voices. Especially dining Lent, 
when the theaters were closed, the fashionable world crowded into 
the churches attached to the institutions to enjoy the concerts given 
by these girls and their nun teachers. 

Strangely enough, the Church, although it required a promise 
from the girls that they would not go on die stage after leaving the 
asylums, did not object to these concerts. Even when frankly secular 
music was performed, the ecclesiastical authorities shut their eyes to 
the activity. The decline of the conservatories did not come from 
suppression by the Church. It followed the Napoleonic invasion, 
with its consequent disruption of social life. In the history of women 
and music, the Venetian conservatories stand out as a milestone. A 
choral literature for women s voices arose; prejudice against a wom- 
en s choir was somewhat overcome; the foundation was laid for later 
developments in other schools and centers where girls congregated; 
and precedents for the participation of women in music were estab- 
lished. These have not since been reversed. 

In the latter part of the eighteenth century and in the early years 
of the nineteenth century, J. A. Hiller in Leipzig deliberately under- 
took to train amateurs for oratorio singing and orchestral playing. 
Hiller organized classes for different classifications of singers, giving 
the beginners only simple music and graduating them into groups 
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capable of singing polyphonic motets and oratorios. His idea was to 
increase the supply of singers for oratorios and especially for church 
choirs. The Swiss Nageli, too, had amateurs grouped together ac- 
cording to their proficiency. In 1824 he incorporated the several 
choruses and published the rules for membership. Respectability 
was one of the first requirements. The early nineteenth century still 
regarded group enterprises on the part of women as open to criti- 
cism. Nageli gave a great impetus to the movement by his genuine 
faith in the ability of girls to sing religious music competently. He 
announced publicly that the voices of young girls between the ages 
of twelve to sixteen compared favorably to those of boys and 
proved to be more supple and educable. In a newspaper entitled 
Morgenblatt fur die gebildeten Stande for November 8, 1808, an 
article appeared that praised extravagantly Nageli s work and also 
the wonderful singing of his young girl pupils. What the pubHc had 
long expected to hear sung only by boys trained in Protestant choir 
schools was now performed much better, so the critic said, by these 
girls with their higher, clearer, and more flexible voices. NageH's own 
conviction, too, that the most beautiful effects in religious music 
could be obtained by capitalizing the natural contrast of male and 
female voice lent authority to his efforts in behalf of the natural girl 
and woman. As time went on, nearly every music school had a 
chorus, formed by the girl students as an integral part of its social 
life. (See Plate 60.) 

The Hamburger Frauenchor, for which Brahms composed practi- 
cally all of his literature for women s voices, is well known to all 
choral singers. In 1859, when Brahms lived in Hamburg, one of his 
piano pupils, Friedchen Wagner, used to entertain him at her house. 
She asked him to arrange folk songs for her and her two sisters to 
sing. Brahms was pleased with the opportunity to exercise his skill, 
and suggested that the group be enlarged, promising to bring new 
music for each meeting. A concert was once given in St. PeteFs 
Church. Upon another occasion the original group joined with the 
pupils of Gradener s Conservatory and gave a private concert. The 
Frauenchor has become famous because Brahms became famous, 
just as Nanette Frohlich’s pupils are mentioned in Grove's Diction^ 
ary because Schubert composed music for them. Hundreds of other 
groups functioned in the same way. The leader, associated with a 
conservatory, was the prime mover, and his (or occasionally her) 
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interest lay cliiefly in the musical experience to be derived from 
conducting and composing. 

After about 1870 women began to organize their own music clubs, 
but these, too, generally depended upon a professional leader drawn 
from the conservatory or university group. This movement toward 
independence had no place in Russia, Italy, Spain, or, indeed, in any 
of the countries dominated by the Greek Orthodox or the Roman 
Catholic Church. It belonged to the Protestant and to the demo- 
cratic nations. In Germany, especially, the choral singing of women 
was woven into the warp and woof of the aristocratic and upper- 
middle-class woman’s life. Meeting in the drawing rooms of the 
large houses, some women joined several groups and went from one 
to the other, often singing four or five hours a day. And while in the 
nineteenth century no one group developed into an institution to 
promote the choral singing of women, the great number of isolated 
units in many parts of the Christian world brought about the revival 
of the women s chorus. 

But women’s choruses did not perform on the public stage. The 
appearance of more than one woman at a time implied collective in- 
dependence and strength — a state for womanhood in which people 
took little interest Even in the United States, where women had so 
much personal liberty, a public concert by a woman s chorus in 1888 
received sarcastic comment. A well-known music critic wrote that 
were the choir composed of angels and led by St. Cecilia, it would 
still be musically unsatisfactory. 

The conventional attitude toward a suppressed and reticent 
womanhood was reflected in the music produced by men for adult 
women to sing. Nineteenth-century composers who knew the love 
and companionship of individual women had not yet been sufiB- 
ciently leavened by the romantic movement to regard collective 
womanhood as of the same caliber. The music these men composed 
for women is, as a rule, sentimental, sometimes mawkish, and gener- 
ally inadequate to bring out the strengtih inherent in the female 
voice. The contrast between the bridesmaids’ song in Glinka’s opera 
A Life for the Czar and the Russian peasant mothers’ wedding cycle 
illustrates with remarkable clarity the gulf between the artificial and 
the natural. Glinka has made a song for wavering, timid twittering 
of repressed young misses. One can imagine that he subconsciously 
desired the listeners to experience a sense of unfulfillment — a sense 
of longing for the bass voices of men to support the treble. How dif- 
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ferent is the musical effect produced by the deep, rich, emotionally 
satisfactory voices of the peasant mothers! 

The composers often chose texts depicting women as sirens, 
witches, Loreleis, fantastic creatures without the creative power of 
the spirits of antiquity. Legends about the "‘errant,’^ or wandering, 
moon lady became converted into sentimental poems about an 
"erring” girl mourning the loss of her chastity! Or the words of songs 
are inconsequential, placing women in the class of devitalized dolls, 
angels, even morons. Still more depersonalized for a women’s chorus 
are the words of a mans love song — ^like Brahms’ '‘Minnelied/* Op. 
44, No. 1. In this choral Literature, the real flesh-and-blood women, 
as well as the expression of strong, human attitudes, are conspicuous 
only by their absence. 

In 1905, when Gustav Holst first went as director of music to St. 
Paul’s Girls’ School in London, he 'wrote his daughter: “I find the 
question of getting music for the girls’ schoolf^erfectly hopeless. I 
get reams of twaddle sent me periodically, and that is all the pub- 
lishers seem to think is suitable for girls.” ^ Even in the twentieth 
century, England’s most intelligent girls were being treated like 
musical children. 

After the First World War there was a great acceleration in the de- 
velopment of women’s choruses, owing to the vastly increased at- 
tendance of girls in schools and colleges and the institution of wom- 
en’s clubs. As women became more independent in their daily lives, 
their choruses sprang up like mushrooms after a fertilizing rain. 
Many more women are joining choruses; more have organized the 
societies themselves; more choruses have Women conductors. The 
newer the group, the more likely it is to be independent. The mili- 
tary girls, Wacs, Waves, Spars, and their British equivalents, invari- 
ably had bands and choruses 'with their O'wn leaders. 

Many of the Catholic church schools have wonderfully trained 
girl choirs. The most renowned of these is the group at Manhattan- 
ville, trained by Mother Stevens. These girls sing from the gallery at 
the Sunday services of the Church of &e Amnmciation, attracting 
visitors from near and far to hear their beautiful voices and polished 
performances. In at least some of the secular women’s colleges, 
choral singing by the girls now forms an integral part of college life. 
Vassar girls, trained to keep on pitch for a whole evening’s perform- 
ance, enrich their chapel services with beautiful and appropriate 
singing. Mt. Holyoke girls have made their college famous by their 
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sympathetic rendering of Christmas carols. The singing of Bryn 
Mawr girls has been metamorphosed and electrified by the arrival of 
a young woman conductor, Lorna Cooke Devaron. 

Through the organization of clubs, women have been establishing 
new customs for their participation in music. The chamber-orchestra 
or chorus constitutes one activity in the larger life of the group. At 
annual meetings, these amateur musicians give a concert. No effort 
on their part to attract an audience is required, since the club mem- 
bers and their invited guests expect to be so entertained. In adopting 
thi<; method, women have shown initiative in creating ways and 
means convenient to them for the gratification of their musical as- 
pirations. 

One significant result of such independence has been a change for 
the better in the quantity and quality of music composed for French, 
English, and American women’s voices. In Germany, on the other 
hand, the decline in output is marked. In Italy, modem music com- 
posed for women’s voices is practically nonexistent, since the ama- 
teurs’ movement of the nineteenth century never materialized there. 
But where the women’s clubs and college chomses evince an attitude 
of independence on the part of women, several composers and con- 
ductors are beginning to appreciate the enormous musical possibil- 
ities of women’s chomses. They are featuring rich and moving alto 
parts, making interesting experiments with the low range of women’s 
voices, testing a dynamic balance of soprano and alto, and intro- 
ducing varied instrumental accompaniments. Most modem compos- 
ers are setting their music for women^s voices to appropriate texts, 
which treat women’s interests and reactions with dignity. 

Women’s choruses are now a recognized social institution and 
their public appearance on a stage is no longer a cause for facetious 
comment. This change has occurred only since 1912. In that year 
Margarete Dessoff was asked to bring her women s chorus from 
Frankfort, Germany, to participate in a great German Brahms festi- 
val. She conducted it in singing Brahms’ choral works for women, on 
a par with other performing groups. This was a landmark in the his- 
tory of women’s choruses. For the first time in history, a women’s 
diorus made a public appearance on an equality with other musical 
groups in a serious musical enterprise. Since 1912 the development 
of women’s choruses has been greatly furthered by the women’s col- 
leges and the women’s part of co-educational colleges. Here women 
are gathered in strength under conditions that make for study and 
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txaining and collective authority. Having developed music for and 
within its own group, the college women s chorus is in a position to 
appear on the public stage with prestige. 

In recent years two great women’s choruses conducted by women 
have set very high standards for performance. One was the Adesdi 
Choir of fifty women conducted for ten years, from 1925 to 1935, in 
New York City, by Margarete Dessoff. She made this chorus unique 
in that it sang only music composed originally for womens voices, 
and of the highest quality. The standard she set was maintained and 
even surpassed by the chorus of girls trained by Mother Stevens. At 
a concert given by her pupils in Philadelphia in 1940 three thousand 
people came to hear her and praise a girls’ rehgious choir, trained by 
women and conducted by a woman. Before tibe war, these two re- 
markable American women’s choruses were matched by others, also 
directed by women, in England, France, Germany, and South Amer- 
ica. A significant fact, entirely unrecorded by critics or historians, is 
that the outstanding women’s choruses of modern times have been 
under the leadership of women. 

On the whole, the women’s chorus has made phenomenal gains 
since its inception in the schools of the seventeenth century, but from 
the psychological point of view, the choral singing of women is still 
in a state of repression. People are still saying that women’s voices 
alone are beneath the serious attention of a composer and that a 
chorus of women is uninspiring to a musical audience. Yet people do 
not complain that the low voices of men alone are inadequate to sat- 
isfy either the composer or the audience. At least ten times as much 
music has been written for men’s voices alone as for womens. At 
least a hundred times more concerts have been given by men’s 
groups than by women’s. Curiously enough, there is still some inde- 
finable barrier that keeps a women’s chorus from being a complete 
success. The reason for this is not, however, far to seek. It is a social, 
not a musical, reason. 

All musicians know well that a men’s chorus is an inferior musical 
instrument to a women’s chorus. Women’s voices have more bril- 
liance, clarity, and flexibility than men’s. The missing sonority can 
be readily supphed by organ or by other instruments, whereas no 
instrument can adequately supply the mass of high tones lacking in 
men’s voices. Finally, women’s voices lend themselves more easily 
than men’s to a greater variety of musical cHmaxes. There is no valid 
musical reason for the slur cast on the women’s chorus. 
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But a women s chorus is not like the primitive and peasant groups 
— the ritual and musical expression o£ women collectively. The mod- 
ern women’s chorus is not an offshoot of church choirs. Jewish and 
Christian women have been excluded from rehgious choirs for many 
centuries. And nuns never sang to affirm womanhood, A few modern 
groups of women singers have been successfully conducted by 
women, but even they do not win public recognition as an expres- 
sion of women’s moods, thoughts, and desires. Without a new point 
of view, indeed, they cannot, since the ideal for Jewish and Christian 
women is a negation of the principle that women have anything to 
express. 

Like the nuns’ choirs, the modem women’s choms has been 
adapted by men (with the consent of women) to conform to the 
creed that men only are creative in body and spirit. Jewish and 
Christian women have been in this relation to men for so long that 
their ability, and even their desire, to assert themselves by means of 
group music is dormant. People think that what is missing in a wom- 
en’s chorus is the sound of men’s voices. Rather it is the vitaHty with 
which men endow the sounds that is lacking. Women’s choruses will 
never be as socially or as musically acceptable as those of men until 
women and girls feel inwardly — ^as primitives and peasants do — that 
their singing is merely one manifestation of their power and natural 
authority as women. 

Because of the present-day emphasis on virtuosity, women find it 
impossible to regain this sense of power. Singing in a women’s 
chorus should be one of the means by which women can revitalize 
their own depleted psyches. But to achieve this, such a chorus must 
fulfill several conditions that are generally neglected. It must be led 
by a woman, not by a man. The woman leader must have a full rich 
sense of the spiritual power of music and the latent spiritual power 
of women, and the ability to communicate this inspiration. Women 
must first meet to sing with no idea of training for a concert. They 
must be seeking first what music can do for them, not for an audi- 
ence. A concert should be the by-product of success in achieving 
spiritual entity, not the end and aim of musical participation. Espe- 
cially valuable in group singing is the companionship with others in 
orchestras and chorus — ^the thrill of hearing one’s own part in 
strength, the discipline of giving way in turn, in order to perfect the 
sound of the whole. The chorus then becomes a tremendously im- 
portant musical experience. The participants are stimulated to learn 
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our great heritage of musical art by actually playing and singing it 
themselves. The necessary foundation is laid for spiritual enrichment 
and for collective self-expression. 

4 . 

The principle of a dynamic participation in music applies equally 
to choruses of boys and girls in schools and colleges — ^which are now 
the best places for education in music. But unfortunately the over- 
development of the concert, and of the ideal of virtuosity, has cast a 
shadow over the rich experience. School authorities, influenced by 
current ideals, run a grave risk of overemphasizing the value of pub- 
lic performance. 

In this they apply to music a standard they would not tolerate in 
connection with literature and language. Students are taught Eng- 
lish, or any other language, with the primary object of mastering the 
use of the language terms and of becoming intimately famihar with 
the masterpieces of its prose and poetry. The acting of a play or the 
reading alpud of a novel in public is never made the goal of a sea- 
son s work, but merely the occasional offshoot of activities that are 
broader in scope. In music, the giving of a concert is too often the 
end toward which all the efforts of the chorus or orchestra are di- 
rected. If practically all the available hours are spent preparing for 
the display of one composition, then there are not enough hours left 
for becoming famihar with other great compositions. No hterature 
class would be satisfied with knowing only one of Shakespeare’s 
plays; at least a speaking acquaintance with them all is required of 
an educated person. How few people know, much less have sung, 
half a dozen of Bach’s two hundred cantatas, or Brahms’ choral 
music other than his Requiem! 

School and college years are the golden time for acquiring musical 
Kteracy. A similar opportunity rarely occurs again. Too many stu- 
dents leave their schools or colleges without the proper foundation 
for using music as a normal activity in postgraduate life. The pre- 
vailing attitude toward the value of virtuosity definitely deters the 
average girl and boy from taking a direct, natural approach to 
music as a language. 

Women as camillae, or acolytes at the altar of music, are suffering 
from the juxtaposition, in our culture, of two sterile influences, one 
applying to them as women, and the other a general characteristic of 
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our Western civilization. They have been spiritually starved as 
women by the long tradition of the Church, and by the requirement 
that, in matters of the spirit, they accept men s formulations and 
men s music. And they share with men the overdepartmentalization 
of music that limits music lovers to passive hstening to virtuosi or to 
vain attempts to become virtuosi themselves. As audiences, as stu- 
dents of voice or instrument, as singers in mixed choruses or in wom- 
en's choruses, the camillae may be serious and hard-working, but the 
deity they serve is not capable of giving them a tithe of the spiritual 
sustenance they obviously crave. 
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INCE the sixteenth century, the virgin Cecilia has been the pa- 
tron saint of music and the misleading symbol of woman s participa- 
tion in music during the period of its great modem development. 
Her picture, with eyes upcast to heaven and cherubs showering 
roses on her as she plays, hung over the piano in thousands of nine- 
teenth-century homes. Here was inspiration to guide the fingers of 
generations of Httle girls through the daily chore of piano practice. 

Piano playing and, if a girl had a ^ voice,” a little parlor singing 
were something a lady acquired by dihgent and even painful effort, 
along with a waist laced in to be three inches smaller than nature 
made it, a foot that would fit a slipper half an inch shorter than itself, 
and a soft, flattering recognition that man is the woman s natural 
god. "He for God only. She for God in him.” ^ 

So St. Cecilia beamed and languished, as "divine woman,” inspira- 
tion, and patroness of mascuHne genius. Over the centuries from 
1550 till today, music was developed into a great and complex art by 
a series of great men — and not a woman composer of first-class stat- 
ure among them. As representing opportunity for a participation by 
women in the creation of music expressing their own hearts and lives 
and their unique function as the mothers of the race, St. Cecilia is an 
utter fraud. The very word "patroness” has something spurious about 
it. It is made by the lacy addition of "ess” to the word "patron,” 
whose root means father. An honest word for an honest woman saint 
of music would be foimded on a word whose root meant mother, as 
the word "matron” does. 

Why Cecilia was chosen for her anomalous position is one of those 
perplexities in men^s scholarship and writing of history that baflSes a 
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sincere woman's mind. St. Cecilia did not compose music. She cre- 
ated no ritual such as the primitive women had created. She helped 
no woman to approach the divine altar, to understand the rhjdhm of 
her own being, and to demonstrate its imphcation for the life of the 
spirit. St. Cecilia was a Roman girl of noble family who in the sec- 
ond century was martyred for her faith. Her connection with music 
consists in the fact that her father arranged to have an organ played 
at her wedding to a young man named Valerian. But she refused to 
be married ‘‘and sang in her heart to God alone. ^ In no remote 
sense did she reflect the activities of Christian women in religious 
music, as the old musician goddesses had reflected the musical ac- 
tivities of the women of earliest times. 

When St. Ceciha was established in 1550 as the presiding spirit of 
music, women had not had, for many centuries, sufficient free partic- 
ipation in music to warrant any woman s being made a saint of 
music. As a symbol of something to come, St. Cecilia held out a false 
hope. At best she represented a sentimental sanctification of the 
Renaissance conception of the priestess of beauty. 

Yet, in a sense, St. Cecilia is a true representative of the pattern 
within which women as musicians have been confined during the 
whole of the modern period. 

In that period the great structure of wonderful music has been 
reared by men, pleasantly encouraged by women as purveyors of 
beauty and charm. Compared with the early woman musicians in 
the crude dignity of their ritualistic approach to the divine life, the 
priestess of beauty was no priestess at all when she first began to 
reign in the comts of the Renaissance. She seemed to have a greater 
degree of honor and Hberty than the forcibly silenced and sup- 
pressed woman of the ruder Middle Ages, but she had this only 
within the hmits that had been set in the fourth century. The pattern 
itself had not changed, and it has not changed to this day. It has 
merely been obscured in some flowers of sentiment. The woman, as 
priestess of beauty, from the early Renaissance till now, when as 
queen of beauty she appears in hundreds of pubhc celebrations, 
serves the male human being only, in his vanity and his power. She 
officiates at no genuine altar, and such altars as there are she is not 
allowed to approach save as she kneels at the foot of a male priest. 

This is why there are no woman composers of the highest stature. 
Certainly, women do compose, and some women composers com- 
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pare favorably with second- and third-rate men. Some compositions 
of the women composers are better than some of the published ma- 
terial of even the greatest composers. But when one considers what 
music is, and how it must be composed, it is a wonder that one can 
say even that. 

Music, of all the arts, has its origins in the deepest levels of the 
subconscious. It is, of all the arts, the most profoundly religious. It is 
indeed the voice in which the human being speaks to the life that is 
over and above this human life. Even in modem times, since 1550, 
the really great music has had its focus in religious feeHng. The musi- 
cal idiom developed primarily for religious worship has merely been 
transferred to secular music. It would actually be enough explana- 
tion of the lack of first-class music by women to say that they could 
not compose because they were barred from authoritative positions 
as church musicians. One could say, with reason, that there is no 
feminine Bach because no woman had a position like his — ^which was 
. that of church organist with the duty of composing music for the 
rehgious service. 

2 . 

But there is something much more serious to say about what the 
lack of women composers of the first stature reveals. There is a 
wrong and a poison at the heart of our society, and an essential fal- 
sity in the whole modem tradition of secular learning and rehgious 
teaching. 

Consider what a woman faces, even today, in free and enhght- 
ened America, from the day she begins to have any formal training. 
She goes to school and begins her struggle to think logically in the 
words she has already learned from her mother s lips. And then there 
begins the difficulty with the English pronouns, in some sentence 
like “If anyone looks at this object closely, he will see.” Why should 
“anyone” be a he? Why not a she? Is she not to look at this object 
closely, too? The teacher explains patiently. When we mean a per- 
son of either sex, we always say ‘Tie”! But the little girl looks at the 
little boy near her, who is no brighter than she, and she thinks, But 
why should he stand for girls and boys too? I am she. No one tells 
her that the language in which she must speak for the rest of her Hfe 
is so distorted because the modem vernacular was formed when 
men still completely dominated learning, and that the first grammars 
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were written by men. There ought to be a pronoun to represent both 
men and women. But there is not. 

As the girl goes on learning, she faces this problem again and 
again. There is the word 'man.’’ It stands for all humankind. The life 
of "man” is the life of everybody. But why should a man stand for 
everybody? She goes further and begins to learn Latin. "Virile,” "vir- 
tue” come from the word vir, meaning man. They are grand words. 
They mean strength and comage. "Feminine” comes from femina, 
meaning woman. But what does feminine mean? Something soft and 
mildly attractive. If the girl has a good mother — and according to 
the testimony of men, good mothers appear to be very numerous — 
the girl knows that this word "feminine,” with its soft, silly connota- 
tions, by no means represents what mother is — strong, patient, able 
to keep the family secure and happy. Is there no word for women’s 
strength, in a world where women must have so much strength, if 
not of muscle, certainly of nerve and will and soul? 

Meanwhile the girl goes to Sunday school and church. If she is a 
Catholic the truth may dawn on her only slowly, for in the Cathohc 
Church there are Mary and many women saints, and an atmosphere 
of family love in the innumerable pictures and images of Mother 
and Child. The girl may innocently suppose that these figures of 
angels, singing, kneeling, adoring the new baby, are daughters. They 
look like girls with their long curled hair and long dresses. But if she 
has a mind and begins to use it as the time for confirmation ap- 
proaches, the truth may dawn upon her. God is a man only. He has a 
son but no daughter. He has priests but no priestesses. Mary is only 
a handmaid, not an equal partner. Mothers are not fit to serve God 
at the altar. Women may not even sing in the choir, saying their 
prayers to music. They can only listen to men singing their prayers. 

And why is this? Because a woman is of different sex from a man. 
And what is this difference? A man starts the baby in what may be 
only a moment of careless and often irresponsible pleasure. But a 
woman takes up the burden and carries it alone, through months of 
unique experience to a great life and death struggle. This is what 
distinguishes her as a woman. This is her sex. And for no other rea- 
son, God, who is male, will not have a mother stand and speak at 
the altar. The door of the holy of holies, with its symbols of regenera- 
tion derived from her own function as hfe bringer, is closed to her, 
who brings the child into the world. 
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In the formation of this dogma, Catholic and Protestant theolo- 
gians have been equally guilty. Women did not sing in the hturgical 
choir from the fourth century on, and they do not do so to this day, 
either in Catholic churches or in Protestant churches that have real 
liturgical singers^ who are properly speaking the attendants of the 
priest and priestess. This is to say that where music is regarded as 
worship, and so used in the church service, women may not sing in 
the choir, and the music requiring high voices must be sung by im- 
mature boys. The only exception to this was from early times the 
singing of nuns in their own chapels. But here a special voice was 
cultivated, clear, high, sexless. Women did not sing in their natural 
voices. 

The Protestant Church based its music not on the liturgy but on 
Luther’s noble principle of congregational singing. For this selected 
strains of folk music were converted into hymns. These are the basis 
of Bach’s chorales. To ensure a high quality of church music, the 
Lutherans established schools for boys, like St. Thomas’ in Leipzig, 
where Bach served. No schools trained girls to be oflBcial singers, or- 
ganists, or composers for the church. 

In the Calvinist churches in Switzerland and France there may 
have been trained women’s choirs. Goudimel, in 1565, set eight 
psalms for four high voices. In the preface to his collection he says 
that he composed the music for both home and church use. But in 
England the authorities spared no pains to prevent the participation 
of women and girls in choirs. Henry VIII issued warrants permitting 
boys with good voices to be impressed for service in the cathedral 
choirs. In Queen Elizabeth’s time boys were taken from their parents 
without compensation to serve as Children of the Chapel. At the 
time of the Restoration, 1660, there were no trained choirboys avail- 
able at all, owing to the fact that the choirs of the Anglican Church 
had been disbanded during the Commonwealth. The soprano part 
was played on what was called a cornet. Men, who habitually took 
the alto parts and still do in many places in England, at that time 
often sang the soprano in falsetto, rather than allow a woman to use 
her natural voice in religious song. 

In America the early settlers were tom with dissension over the 
question whether a woman should be allowed to sing to God. Oi|e 
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of the questions to be decided by the Massachusetts Bay Colony 
was: ‘‘Whether the people join in singing the Psalms, or the Minister 
alone?’' It was agreed that the congregation should join, and then the 
age-old question came up for decision — “Whether women sing with 
men, or men alone?” ^ Even the bravery and fortitude of women 
bearing the dangers and toil of a pioneer life could not do away with 
the long prejudice that classed them as inferior in matters ecclesiasti- 
cal and jmridicaL The intrepid Anne Hutchinson succeeded in per- 
suading John Cotton, minister of the Boston Congregational Church 
in 1637, to allow women to sing in his church. Before the other colo- 
nial settlements took the liberal point of view, however, Mrs. Hutch- 
inson was expelled from her community for her theological and 
political dissent. The matter of the church singing was one of the 
grievances cherished against her by the Puritan authorities. 

In most Protestant churches, women’s participation in congrega- 
tional singing became accepted as a matter of course. But for tire 
participants, hymn singing in church has a far greater social than 
musical value. Inspiring though congregational music is, it has never 
been developed by any religious group in our culture beyond the 
elementary stage of unison singing accompanied by all-pervasive 
organ playing. The trained choir, however, demands a special skill, 
and the exclusion of women and girls from it had a direct bearing 
upon their relation to music. 

This exclusion has continued in part down to the present day, de- 
spite many efforts on the part of liberals to do away with it. When 
William Tuckey came from England in 1752 to be choirmaster at 
Trinity Church, New York, he first organized a choir of boys and 
girls from a near-by charity school, but, as Gro'oes Dictionary ex- 
presses it, he soon “succeeded in eliminating the female element” and 
estabhshed choir singing in the proper English manner. Although 
some Episcopahans favored liberality in the matter, the revival of 
medievalism by the Oxford Movement in England in the nineteenth 
century tended to restore the taboos of the Dark Ages, and checked 
any move to sanction girl choristers. When about 1850 the Reverend 
Dr. Haweis, a Church of England minister, put surplices on women 
choristers, he was vehemently attacked by one faction of his parish- 
ioners. The Roman Catholic Church made a few compromises, even 
permitting a Catholic newspaper to publish a favorable comment on 
Brahms’ beautiful refigious motets for four women’s voices, “No 
offense could be taken by even the most pious on the setting of the 
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liturgical texts,” the critics conceded. But instead of following the 
modern trend, the Catholics reacted against the participation of 
women in the formal church choir, and explained why in the Motu 
Proprio of Pope Pius X ( 1903) . After stating that women may not be 
admitted to the priesthood, the edict says: “On the same principle it 
follows that singers in Church have a real liturgical oflBce, and that 
therefore women, being incapable of exercising such office, cannot 
be admitted to form part of the choir. Whenever, then, it is desired 
to employ the acute voices of sopranos and contraltos, these parts 
must be taken by boys, according to the most ancient usage of the 
Church.” 

To this day, women do not sing in every church as a matter of 
course, nor are they regarded as having an inalienable right to be 
there. In conservative groups the opposition against women is 
strong. G. S. Stubbs, organist of St. Agnes’ Episcopal Chapel, Trinity 
Parish, New York City, represents a considerable body of opinion as 
he writes about women choristers in vestments: “While it is not cer- 
tain that these choirs will increase to an alarming extent, steps may 
have to be taken to check their growth.” ^ A long correspondence on 
the subject of mixed choirs was recently carried on between various 
dignitaries of the Catholic Church. It was finally decreed that men 
and women could sing with propriety in a religious choir — ^but not 
in a strictly liturgical choir — provided they sat in galleries at the 
back of the church as far as possible from the altar, and provided the 
sexes were separated by some physical barrier, such as an organ or a 
railing.® 

In spite of the new policy of the Catholics toward congregational 
singing — which includes the participation of women even in a cathe- 
dral — the ecclesiastical authorities still object to choruses of women 
within the most sacred precincts. During the year 1938, Mme Lila 
Pereira, professor of singing at the Conservatory of Santiago in Chile, 
organized a choir of sixteen women with the intention of singing at 
certain special services in the cathedral. The choir’s repertoire was 
limited chiefly to religious motets by Palestrina, Victoria, and other 
great composers of church music. Although Mme Pereira was re- 
spected in her city as an individual and as a musician, she had to 
appeal every three months for permission to take her choir into the 
cathedral. The women were not allowed to sit in the choir stalls, but 
had to sing from seats placed in the nave. Eventually, the vicario 
notified Mme Pereira that the pope had forbidden the women to 



MUSIC AND WOMEN 


270 

take any part in the religious ceremony. This order eflFectively pre- 
vented the choir from functioning and caused it to disband. 

Even the Protestant National Cathedral Chapter, in Washington, 
D. C., excludes women from its formal choir. A new custom could 
readily have been estabhshed here, since a girls’ school and a boys’ 
school are both situated on the cathedral grounds. Both schools are 
supported by the cathedral chapter. The girls receive musical in- 
struction adequate to qualify them as choristers, but they take no 
part in the formal musical activities of the cathedral. Conducting 
their commencement exercises in the crypt is the extent of their par- 
ticipation. 

> The National Cathedral is sponsored by men and women of all 
denominations in the United States. It purports to be a national 
shrine for all people of our country, a center for the dissemination of 
American democracy and Christian ideals. Yet the authorities al- 
lowed Dorothy Maynor to sing from the chancel, while they will not 
allow mothers and daughters who regularly attend the services to 
join the choir. Spiritual pastors and masters prefer to exalt the prima 
donna rather than the women who are the bulwark of our civiliza- 
tion. They cannot yield on the fundamental principle on which all 
the vested interests of religious hierarchy are based, that the human 
being who creates half the child and nourishes it from her own body 
in love and duty is, by reason of this, unfit to sing to the Source of all 
being. 

This principle is supported by the cathedrals of all Jewish and 
Christian sects, whose function it is to set standards for the mainte- 
nance of tradition and for correct usage. The Orthodox Catholic 
Church, the Church of England, the Episcopalian and Lutheran 
Churches will not tolerate women in cathedral choirs. 

People are prone to rationalize about women in church choirs by 
claiming that a boys’ choir is musically ‘‘better” than one that in- 
cludes women and girls; or they say that they prefer the “purity” of 
boys’ voices. But the pure, sexless quality can be produced quite as 
well by young girls of high-school age. Unless the singers are seen, no 
musical inferiority, indeed, no diflEerence in boys’ and girls’ voices can 
be detected. It is the guilelessness of youth, not the sex of the sing- 
ers, that recalls the heavenly choir. But even if the boy choir were 
musically better, that would be no excuse for excluding girls or 
women. The church is not a place of entertainment, nor is it the pri- 
mary function of the church to give performances of music. The 
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question is: Who should sing in a representative capacity to the di- 
vine force? Is this the privilege only of the male — mature and imma- 
ture? As for the boys, their young voices are lovely. But behind their 
present use in cathedral choirs hes a tradition that seems morbid to 
the modern mind. There is the refined homosexuality of Greece 
when young boys were substituted for girls as the romantic objects 
of a mature man s love. There is the long, revolting history of the cas- 
trati and their use in ecclesiastical services. The boys’ voices should 
never sound sweet in any decent persons ears till they sing side by 
side with their sisters. The equally beloved daughters should sing 
together with the sons to the glory of life’s mighty rhythm. The ma- 
ture voices of mothers, of equal value with fathers, should sustain 
and support the fourfold human song. 

In this attitude of the churches to woman’s song much more is in- 
volved than the participation of any special group of singers, in a spe- 
cial activity. For from the purely musical point of view, even if 
women and girls were still excluded from the choir of every church, 
it would today make little difference to them as far as participation 
in the performance of music is concerned. They are now able to take 
part in music through many other institutions and in affairs that are 
musically more important than any sponsored by the churches. But 
the point is that women and girls who have proved their competence 
in singing reverently the most sacred motets and masses at a concert, 
even in a church concert, are not allowed to sing the same music 
when it accompanies the ritual. 

The churches are supposed to represent the organized feehng of 
the whole community about the relation of human beings to the re- 
aUties and the mysteries of life. The word "religious” means the rela- 
tion of individuals to a higher power and the expression of the rela- 
tion in conduct. These organized religious groups — and the most 
powerful denominations agree in this matter — are perpetuating the 
disgraceful fallacy that women are of less value in the scheme of life 
than men. No primitive taboo upon the free use of human energy 
was ever more damaging than this dogma. Its result is to deprive 
women of a reverence for their own way in life and of the confidence 
that comes only from genuine self-respect. As long as women are 
denied public recognition of the fact that they are spiritually of 
equal value with men, equally able to advance civilization to a 
higher level, as long as women are not expected to find in worship 
their most appropriate outlet for musical expression, just so long will 
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they fail to take their rightful place in society and in the art of music. 
Just so long will our whole communal consciousness be vitiated by 
this morbid fallacy at its heart. 


4 . 

Though both music and modern learning appear to be secular in 
origin and tone, the patterns set by Greek classical thinking and by 
the Church influence professional men to this day. A careless, slight- 
ing attitude to women has come down through the ages in clerical 
and scholarly circles. In the sixteenth century the monk Acidalius 
announced that women were not human beings, and were therefore 
incapable of thinking in terms of the spirit. Rousseau reflected cur- 
rent eighteenth-century ideals in his famous saying: “Once it is dem- 
onstrated that men and women are not and ought not to be consti- 
tuted alike in character and temperament, it follows that they 
ought not to have the same education. Let girls be trained definitely 
for wifehood and motherhood. The whole education of women 
should be relative to men!" ® A hundred years later Schopenhauer was 
saying that women remained big children all their lives. In this opin- 
ion he was supported by a group of German scientists who, in the 
Breslau Conference of 1884, produced what they considered proof 
of womans closer resemblance to animals and her resultant defi- 
ciency in the higher human faculties. 

As recently as 1940, Catholic Church dignitaries, meeting in Kan- 
sas City at an educational conference, discussed the familiar affair of 
Adam and Eve and the apple. Adam was held responsible for the act 
of disobedience; Eve was pronounced blameless. Because she was a 
woman, she was incapable of knowing right from wrong. In the 
thousand and a half of another thousand years, woman has pro- 
gressed — if one wishes to call it “progress” — from an aggressively 
evil power to a negative quantity, innocent only because powerless. 

Many people regard the Catholic Church as too conservative to be 
representative of the modern spirit toward women. But the same 
attitude of denial of woman s power can be found in the latest edi- 
tions of dictionaries. Under the word “woman,” for example, the edi- 
tors of Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary quote a passage from 
Shakespeare — ^‘Women are soft, mild, pitiful, and flexible” — in order 
to explain the way the word is used. So also in the new language of 
Esperanto, the word for “mother” has been formed as patrino, a 



Sr. CECILIA 273 

derivative of patro, father. If generally adopted, this new language 
term would forever divest “mother" of its connection with inde- 
pendent activity and authority. What theologians formerly did to the 
goddess symbols, university professors are now trying to do to lan- 
guage symbols. 

Even the psychologists, who should be saving woman from the 
outward mandates of theologians, emphasize the early Christian s 
negation of womanhood. Only yesterday, in 1944, a group of doctors 
meeting at Atlantic City concluded that women lack creative imagi- 
nation. What new name they expected to coin when referring to the 
many tangible forms of that faculty as demonstrated by many 
women was not announced. Their conviction that they were right — 
which significantly enough was not shared by the women doctors 
present — is evinced by their general use of the words “masculine'* 
and “feminine.” All activity is called masculine. Passivity is feminine. 
A woman is told that any activity she undertakes is a development of 
the “masculine” part of her nature. In this terminology, the strength 
— even the existence — of feminine urges and desires is given no rec- 
ognition. 

From the psychologists, too, comes the devastating condemnation 
of mothers as a beneficent influence over their sons. Not content with 
a negation of woman s power, they give it a positive, evil aspect Be- 
cause young soldiers and sailors far from home called, in loneliness 
and fear, for their mothers, doctors pronounced this love a damaging 
thing. Like the early Church Fathers, they dogmatize reverence for 
“Mom” as 'silly and devoid of reason.” 

It follows from the peculiar wisdom that the males of our culture 
have revealed to males that musical art is exclusively masculine. A 
French critic said of Augusta Holmes, one of the foremost of the 
women composers of her time: “Why do these women try to make 
people forget that they are women?” He was only one of many to in- 
sist upon the disqualification of women for creative work in music. 
G.eorge Upton claimed that women lacked “objectivity,” the power 
of projecting themselves outwardly and expressing themselves in 
terms of symbols. Anton Rubinstein, on the other hand, thought that 
women were lacking in “subjectivity” and initiative, wanting, indeed, 
courage and conviction. Rubinstein, who like his brother Nicholas 
managed one of the large Russian conservatories, extended his dis- 
trust of women into the field of performance. In this opinion he was 
supported by Carl Reinecke, who said openly that he believed 
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there was a point where women stopped developing. Even as a per- 
former, he claimed, a woman was prevented by her timidity and 
indecision from satisfactory demonstration of the composer's inten- 
tion. Did they not all fail to realize that the timidity and indecision 
they noticed resulted directly and inevitably from the very denial of 
the value of women's independent ego? 

There is no end to the careless gratuitous insult that these wise- 
acres heap on the function of giving birth. In 1945 the harp player 
Salzedo told his girl pupils at his summer school in Maine that only 
men compose music. "Women,” he said, ‘"are born to compose 
babies.'"^ That women are born to compose babies is true enough. 
The diflBculty lies in the silly and illogical deduction that men make 
from this obvious biological fact. Why, because one lives through — 
or is physiologically prepared to live through — the most vivid experi- 
ence life can offer, should one be incapacitated from using the 
strength and wisdom gained through that experience in other fields? 
"When old and familiar things are made new in experience — ^there is 
art,”® says John Dewey, and many women have proved and are 
proving today that this is so. To teach a girl the contrary is, indeed, 
as death-dealing to her spirit as any doctrine of the early Church 
Fathers. 

5 . 

Against this the woman struggles, suppressed and reticent. But 
even so, it might have been possible for her to do something more in 
music if anything like fair opportunity had been open to her to ac- 
quire the training and experience necessary for the production of 
modern music. In early Greece, women were just beginning to de- 
velop real music out of their personal experience, with a steady 
accretion of knowledge and a refinement of art. But modem music is 
another creation altogether. It has developed in circumstances that 
prevented women from sharing the experience that men were accu- 
mulating or from obtaining any institutional support for the devel- 
opment of their inspiration. For when the complex forms of modem 
music were in the making, professional musicians received their 
training and much of their experience through contacts with the 
Church. They often combined religious and secular musical posts. 
Practically all of the great composers of the Renaissance period were 
primarily composers of church music. Their madrigals and other 
forms of secular music were merely by-products, written in the same 
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idiom. A favorite device was to clothe a religious text, such as Salve 
Regina, in a distinctly gay, unecclesiastical setting, and to present the 
incongruous whole at a social gathering. The organization for Chris- 
tian music was self-sufficient and, as we have seen, made only special 
demands upon the natural woman musician. 

The obvious result of this new development of polyphonic music 
was to render the composition of music infinitely more difficult and 
complicated than in the days when the troubadours sang their melo- 
dies to the simple strumming accompaniment of the lute. No one 
could now attempt serious musical composition without long train- 
ing and experience. Many rules evolved or were invented — some 
natural, some arbitrary — ihdit had to be learned, observed, and in- 
corporated into a musical production that would be both correct 
and pleasing. 

Even after the power formerly wielded by the Church began to 
pass to the university system, every such institution adapted the or- 
ganization of the Church to further its scholarly, social, or political 
aims. Women had no corresponding institutions. Even many of their 
monasteries had been dissolved and their revenues diverted to the 
universities. Not till late in the nineteenth century did it occur to 
anyone to found colleges for the higher education of women. 

The reason women took to performing mens music rather than 
creating their own was, of course, not because the intricacies of con- 
trapuntal writing were beyond their powers, but because they were 
excluded from the Church, and later from the schools, where the 
knowledge could be obtained and the art practiced. 

In one field only has woman^s opportunity and recognized function 
in music been equal to that of men — in the solo performance of the 
prima donna. But the modern institution of the public concert or 
stage production for a price has widened the cleft between per- 
former and composer. The teaching of expert performers became the 
principal justification of the institutions where girls were taught. 
Virtuosity was the end and aim of the student' s interest. Every girl 
approached music as if she expected to become a concert performer. 
Since leadership was regarded as being out of their sphere, girls were 
discouraged from entering classes for conducting. As a general rule, 
they were excluded from classes in theory and composition — inde- 
pendent thinking being regarded as the prerogative of men. Until 
late in the century, women could not compete for prizes or receive 
diplomas at European conservatories. 
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Although Ehzabeth Stirling’s orchestral setting for psalm 130 
passed every musical requirement for earning the degree of Musical 
Bachelor at Oxford University (England), in 1856 her application 
for it was rejected. No authority existed in the university for confer- 
ring the honor upon a woman. For the same reason, years later, in 
1918, Lili Boulanger was disqualified from receiving the Prix de 
Rome, which she won at the age of eighteen in an anonymous com- 
petition. The donors of the prize had hmited the applicants to the 
class of unmarried men under thirty — ^this class being the one in their 
experience most likely to produce a great composer. Far from advis- 
ing girls to concentrate on music as an intellectual discipline, even 
serious men musicians treated aspiring pupils with levity. Sibelius 
once resorted to a trick to rid himself of two girl composition stu- 
dents. When, at his suggestion that they go for a walk outdoors, they 
had left the room, he turned to the young men and said: “It would 
be a pity if the young ladies’ cheeks were to lose their beautiful coun- 
try color!” ^ With a characteristic roguish smile, he began to instruct 
his men students in the theory of music. Such attitudes were effectual 
in stifling germinating talent. For the composition of major works, 
a knowledge of counterpoint and orchestration was essential, as 
well as the faith that intellectual discipline could be borne. Many 
girls acquired an inferiority complex about their musical imagina- 
tion, allowing the easy habit of listening and the ideal of virtuosity 
to dominate their musical lives. Thinking in terms of even the sim- 
plest forms of music long ago fell into the discard. Even in eight- 
eenth-century Venice, where the rich ladies in their salons were 
composing songs and instrumental music and where some of the con- 
vents allowed the nuns to spend most of their time at music, the 
talented girls of the conservatories received but little encouragement 
to be creative. Pupil and nun-teacher often substituted for the pro- 
fessional director of music, it is true, and pupils were taught to re- 
solve a figured bass at sight. Their authority, however, stopped short 
of the point where incentives for composition began. The musical 
directors were always professional men musicians who happened to 
be in Venice at the time as organists of the large churches. These 
conductors promised to produce a new suite, motet, cantata, or 
oratorio at regular intervals. Theirs was the opportunity and incen- 
tive for creative work. Women had no such incentive because they 
had no similar outlet for an achievement. 

It was the same story in the newly founded colleges for women, 
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where musical activity was generally limited to a glee club con- 
ducted by a man. Young girls neglected to seek training in musical 
thmking, and young college women apparently made no concerted 
effort to establish forums for musical experimentation. Their symbol 
of music was not Artemis with her lyre. 

Throughout the nineteentb century the stage, educational system, 
church, and even home all restricted the musician in some maimer! 
And although singing in a chorus, dancing in a ballet, playing in an 
orchestra, even teaching and conducting music do not necessarily 
lead to the development of outstanding musical imagination, yet any 
restriction upon participation is a barrier to composition. Participa- 
tion in music is a condition precedent to creative work in music, as 
it is in any other language. No one would expect to write a book in 
a strange language, but would first learn the words, construction, 
and idioms. Any artificial limitation to ac(^uiring famiharity with a 
language and ease in its use automatically lowers the number of 
competent craftsmen ready to use it. Women achieved their out- 
standing measure of success in composing piano pieces and songs — 
the two types of music with which the greatest number had the most 
familiar and the most satisfactory experience. 

Nor can there be any dispute that leadership in music definitely 
increases the chances for a musician to find occasions for the exercise 
of creative imagination. The great body of rehgious music— hymns, 
anthems, motets, compositions for organ alone — came from the 
organist, who was also the choir director, and not from musicians 
outside the circle. Choral literature for women’s voices in the nine- 
teenth century can be traced in almost every instance to the con- 
ductors of the choruses — to the men who carried the responsibility 
of finding music for the group to perform. When women had the 
responsibility, they too had the practical urge to compose appro- 
priate music, and often did. Luise Reichardt, in the early part of the 
century, and Mabel Daniels, in the latter part, are examples of con- 
ductors who composed music for their own women’s choruses to sing. 
It was while she was the conductor of an orchestra that Emma 
Steiner seized the opportunity to present a program of her own 
works. Alma Grayce Miller is a present-day example of a composer 
whose talents have been stimulated by a definite task. Organist and 
choir director of St. Agnes’ Church, Arlington, Virginia, she has 
written three Christmas masses and also other music for the use of 
her choir. As she herself expresses it, whenever she cannot find ap- 
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propriate music, she composes it. Even the most casual glance at 
contemporary publishers’ catalogues reveals at least ten times as 
much music composed by women in various positions of responsi- 
bihty as there was twenty or twenty-five years ago. To the extent, 
then, that women are excluded from positions of leadership, they are 
automatically limited in adding a substantial number of women to 
the ranks from which a possible genius might emerge. Superlative 
achievement comes only from an already high plateau of experience. 
And as long as women are regarded as a class apart from men, they 
will have to build their own plateau. 

Persons of discernment never fail to realize that the women com- 
posers of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries pos- 
sess talent, sometimes to a marked degree. Critics of the women s 
compositions often concur and, in their judgments, add to informa- 
tion that the composers lacked adequate training and experience in 
working with contemporary musical idiom. Not being in the class 
or group from which music was expected, the women of our era had 
neither the emotional nor the intellectual foundation to enable them 
to assert freely their own conception of music. What they achieve in 
creative work is in spite of, not because of, the way of their world. 
Granting the suppression and the deliberate shaming of woman in 
connection with her unique mission of motherhood, granting her 
exclusion from spiritual authority and equality by the institutions of 
our civiHzation, granting the persistent discrimination against her by 
those who held the keys to knowledge and gave the permission to 
participate in music; granting all this, many people maintain that 
genius cannot be downed. If a feminine Mozart had been born, they 
say, she would have been immediately recognized. But these same 
people ignore the fact that genius in a man is not always recognized, 
if there is no demand at the time for his particular type of genius. A 
great general, for instance, does not appear in time of peace; he rises 
to power only when there is a demand for military efficiency. Even 
Napoleon could not have manufactured a war if his people had not 
been in the mood to follow his lead. 

Musical talent, too, has often been blocked in men by barriers in- 
herent in the way of life of a particular group. For example, though 
the Quakers of the seventeenth century at first sang fervent hymns 
at their meetings, they shortly abandoned the use of music alto- 
gether. In neither the religious ceremony nor in community life did 
ihey allow music. It is only within the last few years that Quakers in 
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America have introduced music into some of their schools and col- 
leges. Is it a matter for surprise that, despite their deep spirituality 
and their high intellectual attainments, neither Quaker men nor 
Quaker women have been creative musicians? 

Again, the America of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
was clearly not the place for a sophisticated musician. Americans, 
intent upon developing a new country, had but little time for the 
arts. They gave their highest rewards and recognition to those who 
were successful in theological pursuits, or landed or business enter- 
prise. In fact, they definitely discouraged and looked down upon 
artists and musicians. Consequently, no important musicians of 
native American stock appeared. At a later period, when the pioneer 
stage was over, people began to feel the need of music and turned to 
Europe for their musicians. Only Europeans were expected to be 
musicians. Even those seriously engaged in the profession of music 
were forced to adopt foreign names, speech, and manners. As late as 
fifty years ago, American performers and composers attained only 
grudging recognition. In the face of these barriers, American men— 
many of them of German stock— were helpless as musicians. Their 
native musical talent lay latent. They had to wait until the general 
background had changed, until the pioneer period was over, until 
Puritan asceticism had died, until people had time, energy, and 
money to develop genius along artistic and musical lines. 

In Europe composers of the highest stature appeared and disap- 
peared in response to environments that fostered or failed to foster 
them. Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century western European civili- 
zation provided, on the whole, the inspiration and incentives for men 
to create and to produce music. But despite the general backgroxmd 
of a favorable environment, conditions varied locally. 

In Germany, environment and racial temperament converged 
fortuitously to bring out native talent. Hence the Germans were able 
to carry musical art to its highest expression. Italian and English 
names, so conspicuous in former centuries, largely disappeared from 
the lists of great composers. The fact is that barriers against any kind 
of musical activity by men are always effective in preventing men 
from performing that activity. Moslem mosques, for example, make 
no use of music. No Mohammedan Bach has risen to compose great 
choral and orchestral works. 

Wide misunderstanding, indeed, exists as to what constitutes the 
so-called "musical talent.” Different musical capabilities may be in- 
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herited — an instinct for rhythm, the melodic impulse, a sense of har- 
mony and of counterpoint. Nonmusical qualities also essential to a 
great composer — ^persistence, infinite capacity for taking pains, a 
sense of artistic proportions — may also be inherited. One might call 
those gifts of the fates. An individual, however, may possess all these 
gifts and yet never produce any music of importance. In addition to 
tire possession of native talent, a potential musician must be brought 
up in an environment that demands music as an integral part of life, 
must be also one of a class that is expected to create music so that he 
or she may normally obtain the intensive training essential for se- 
rious musical composition. 

Many unthinking people whose musical experience is limited to 
listening assume that a divinely inspired musical genius can pour 
out a song with the naivete of a bird. The nightingale, however, has 
absolutely no talent for musical composition. No note of his unchang- 
ing melodic phrase is composed by him, but was unconsciously 
evolved for him by countless generations of ancestors. While these 
same people recognize vaguely the mysteries of counterpoint and of 
orchestration, they assume that to learn to compose a simple song 
requires little more training than to learn to run an automobile. As 
a matter of fact, the training in musical composition required for a 
simple song of importance would more nearly approach that re- 
quired to build an automobile, or to invent one, if none existed. The 
compositions by Brahms with which he expressed himself as most 
satisfied were simple-sounding piano accompaniments to forty- 
nine folk songs. To the student, these piano parts are marvels of 
artistic construction and proportion, their simplicity achieved only 
by the elimination of every superfluous note. Written near the end 
of Brahms’ life, but at the height of his powers, they were the result 
of long years of artistic musical experience. None but a master could 
possibly have produced them, yet to the uninitiated they seem as 
easy as the sleight of hand of a magician’s trick. 

The more elaborate the composition — and modern compositions 
become increasingly so — ^the more complex is its conception and 
production. Hence longer and more intensive training is required. 
The diflSculties in connection with music are much greater than in 
literature, where the potential poet or novehst becomes familiar from 
earliest youth with the use of words. With us, thinking in terms of 
music and the use of musical symbols by children is unusual. A 
musical genius, of course, is able to absorb the necessary knowledge 
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and training and so to obtain the techniques infinitely faster than the 
person of average talent. However, it will be found that all great 
composers went through a rigorous grind of practice, experiment, 
and absorption of the musical past before they produced their 
masterpieces. Mozart, always held up as an example of spontaneous 
musical generation, was in fact intensively trained by his father as a 
musician from the cradle. His entire childhood was occupied with 
thinking, playing, and writing music under encouragement. Had he 
been born and brought up by unmusical parents on a farm in Kansas 
in 1880, would his genius ever have flowered? 

Even if a girl has been bom and brought up in a musical atmos- 
phere, even if she has evinced creative talent, the chances are that 
she has not been expected by her parents and friends to become a 
composer, but that she has been directed into performance and 
taught accordingly. The general public attitude toward woman, 
and particularly toward woman and her music, effectively discour- 
ages confidence in her individual self as a composer and in her 
women contemporaries collectively as potential creators of music. 
It also precludes public demand for her to compose — a condition 
essential for production. Finally, it prevents a naturally endowed 
girl from procuring easily, and her parents from seeking for her, that 
early and intensive training necessary for the composition of impor- 
tant music. When combined, these three conditions result in an 
environment in which the creative musical imagination of only a 
few women can flower. Until it is changed, the sleeping beauty that 
is music in the feminine soul will not awaken. 

When one sees how effective social barriers are in preventing men 
from composing music and realizes how many have been the bar- 
riers to composition by women, the comparative silence of women 
musicians during the last three hundred years can easily be under- 
stood. 

Withal, the real core of the matter is not woman s failure to have 
created great music. It is what that failure, when analyzed, reveals 
of the constitution of our society and the deep denial of life on which 
it rests. Even if women participated equally in every current musical 
activity, our cultural pattern would still be against their creating 
music as a spiritual expression of their inner life. This inner life is 
half the spiritual life of humanity. In so far as it differs from that of 
men, it differs in the possession by women of a unique experience 
that touches the heights and depths of emotion and sensation, and 
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calls on a deep and intuitive wisdom, a kind of at-oneness with all 
the processes of growth and decay, birth and rebirth, in the universe. 
Primitive woman had begun to put this experience into ritual and 
music, and had proceeded far enough to give us some hint of the 
direction woman s genius might have taken. 

But just as her attempt to evolve her own religion and music from 
her own experience began to approach the forms of civilized art, 
woman received a deatB blow from man s schematic religions. The 
bases of her own dynamic relation to life were knocked from under 
her. The need for her music was not institutionalized. Mary, as a 
goddess, was a tentative and uncompleted conception. From the 
Protestants, woman received no symbols. 

Nothing now remains of the woman's rites to make her proud and 
positive. At puberty she begins to go to social dances. And there she 
dances the dance of life only if a boy asks her. At marriage she is 
'"given away” by her father to her husband. At death she kneels 
desolate, her old proud power to invoke the rebirth gone, while 
some man intones. What does he intone? Why should a woman care? 

And still St. Cecilia hangs over the piano — ^insincere, ineffectual. 
How long now until women learn not to go near these altars from 
which they were cast down, and take courage to make their own 
religion and their own music anew, and beat out with faith the 
measure to which their daughters and their daughters' daughters 
may dance? (See Plate 61.) 



ARTEMIS STIRRING 


I. 

F 

.li ^ VERY cultural pattern has its strength as well as its weakness, 
its place in time, its time for passing. The hour has now come when 
many different currents of thought and many new conditions are 
converging to bring about changes in our culture. As far as women 
are concerned, some of these new influences are tending to nullify 
the force of the old ideas that regarded women as of inferior value 
to men in an advancing civilization. If taboos compatible only with 
a primitive attitude and the equally childish superstitious dogma of 
the Church Fathers still live, they are threatened, like King Canute, 
by the swiftly rising tide of an articulate womanhood. It seems today 
that woman is about to assume a natural relation to life, that Artemis 
is about to be reborn. 

The biological theories of Aristotle, who maintained that men 
alone possess the creative spark, are now disproved by science. 
Modern research has demonstrated that to the soul of the newborn 
child, to that particular bundle of inherited aptitudes and charac- 
teristics which will make her or him a distinct individual, mother 
and father have contributed equally. Science restores to woman her 
biological dignity and with it her sense of power, as a being creative 
in her own right. 

Science tends also to give validity to women s groping explana- 
tion of the mystery of the universe. On the whole, &e kind of think- 
ing implicit in the early rites of the life cycle — ^thinking that was 
plastic, intuitive, and that sought its expression in the rhythm of 
birth and rebirth— is consonant widi modern science and with our 
ever widening knowledge of the forces of the universe. 

There is today a profound change in the thinking about the sym- 
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bolic relation of human beings to the invisible, yet perceived, higher 
powers. The rigid theological propositions of yesterday are losing 
their appeal. More and more we are returning to the primeval sense 
that all life is one and indivisible, different manifestations of the 
same life force. Scientists are daily offering new evidence of the 
intimate relation of plants, animals, and human beings. Now, too, 
there is again a tendency to believe that the path toward the spiritual 
is by way of reverence for all processes of life, in the world around 
and in both the physical and psychic life of human beings. 

Belief in the unity of all life is itself a rebirth for women. The basis 
of their imagery was destroyed with the introduction of the idea that 
the spirit can develop only by denying the flesh. In primitive times 
women were always combining the imaginative with the real, always 
symbolizing personal experiences, always endowing natural states 
and normal human urges with spiritual significance. So women may 
now take up the principle behind their old rituals, knowing that the 
world s thinking will henceforth be with them and not against them. 

2 . 

This changed relation of women to religion is not entirely new. It 
has been steadily developing for several centuries and coincides, 
significantly, with a change in mens and women s attitude toward 
musical activity, an attitude that has also taken some time to become 
general. 

When Christian culture first dominated western Europe, a very 
small group of men fixed the rules for the use of music. Music was to 
be controlled by the hierarchy of the Church for the purposes of 
the Church and for no other purpose. After a thousand years of 
revolt against these rules, the people finally succeeded in establish- 
ing new customs for music. But under the patronage of the nobles, 
music was confined to the castle or the baronial hall. After 1700 the 
new hierarchy of professional musicians, which rose to power with 
the middle classes, carried music into public halls and into secular 
educational institutions where many more people could hear it and 
participate in it. The latest development in the social aspects of 
music is the reaction of amateur musicians against assumption by 
the professionals of an undue authority over the education and per- 
formance of music. Amateurs are again beginning to strive for a 
knowledge of the language of music for their personal use, for a 
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more direct and intimate contact with it than can be derived from 
mere listening to the performance of professionals. 

Slowly but surely education in music is being incorporated into 
the school system. It is the type of education that trains ear, eye, 
and mind for the acquisition of experience in the language of 
music. Instead of training every child as a possible virtuoso, educa- 
tors are making sane attempts to train every child to be musically 
literate. Whereas people formerly supposed that to sing, one must 
be born with a "'good voice,” they now begin to realize that all 
voices are good enough to be trained for the satisfaction of one's 
self and for intelligent participation in group singing. Scores of girls 
and boys are demonstrating the feasibility of acquiring enough skill 
on a musical instrument to join a school or college orchestra. Above 
all, in the forward-looking schools, musical education is including 
practice in creative work, with the result that more players and 
singers are able to make music available socially. This does not 
mean ability to play or sing "art music” as soloists for an audience, 
but to be capable of transposing, adapting, and improvising — ^in 
other words, to be musically articulate. 

It is nothing new, of course, for non-professional musicians to play 
and sing skillfully for their own satisfaction. The innovation in mod- 
ern musical custom is to give community encouragement and sup- 
port to amateur musical activity. This is a return to the Greek idea 
that "music” belonged to the "Muses,” or to the arts and culture in 
general, and that it should be an integral part of a hberal education. 
But the foundation upon which the intricate art of om: music rests 
was formerly given to children spasmodically and accidentally only 
in homes in which the parents happened to be "musical.” Now the 
elements of the language of music are taught to children, and even to 
adults, in institutions such as schools or summer camps, some being 
organized especially for the purpose of musical culture. 

It is not only educators who are establishing new customs for 
musical activity. Amateurs already skilled in the performance of 
music are here and there beginning to give organized effect to their 
urge for participation in group music. 

The adverse conditions of wartime England could not deter thirty 
of forty men and women from meeting during their summer vaca- 
tion for the purpose of playing together in an orchestra. Living in 
tents or lodging in neighbors' houses, they played morning, noon, 
and night for the sheer delight of it, for the refreshment of their 
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spirits.^ The experiment of organizing groups larger than a quar- 
tet is followed by a New England “musical house party'’ that is 
held annually for a ten-day session. Both groups place emphasis 
upon the fact that the orchestra is organized for the benefit of the 
players rather than the players existing for the prestige of the or- 
chestra. In England the conductor is an amateur; in America he is a 
professional, but in the employ of the amateurs and temporarily 
devoted to their interest. 

Meeting in a private house in Merion, Pennsylvania, for the pur- 
pose of performing choral music but with no intention of preparing 
for a concert, a hundred and more skilled singers and instrumental- 
ists form the “Accademia dei Dilettanti di Musica.” This group is 
conducted by an amateur — the host — ^whose only demand upon 
these expert sight readers is that they love music and that they have 
had the training to enable them to understand and execute, without 
previous drilling, such compositions as Bach's cantatas and Brahms' 
Requiem. The Accademia has been meeting for twenty years, eight 
or nine times a season. The total number of men and women who 
have attended these “singing parties” now reaches nearly two thou- 
sand. Professionals come as amateurs. No one requires an audience, 
but each is impelled to come solely by the privilege of participating 
in great music.^ 

These societies of amateurs are probably as yet unique. Their 
success has depended upon the strong personalities who originated 
them and now carry them on. They are pioneer ventures, not yet in- 
stitutionalized. But a precedent for forming permanent societies to 
encourage amateurs and choral music can be seen in both Eng- 
land and America. Various organizations serve the purpose of in- 
troducing musicians to each other, but of leaving them free to 
function in any way they wish. As a rule, the benefiting members 
pay dues, but patrons and patronesses in the community supplement 
the dues with contributions, thus giving the sanction of society at 
large to nonprofessional activity in music. 

In many ways the musical renaissance of today is a repetition of 
the rebirth of music in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Then 
people were overthrowing the restrictive regulations of the Church. 
Now people are finding the framework for musical activity erected 
by professional musicians too narrow — again, they are opening new 
paths for music lovers. When the nobles in their castles instituted 
new customs in music, they did not interfere with the older customs 
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of the Church but created a demand for more trained musicians. In 
the same way today, amatemrs are not curtailing the need for the 
virtuosi and other professionals but are adding to the occasions 
when music can be enjoyed. 

The results of these changing musical customs cannot yet be fore- 
told. One trend, however, is already determined — ^the trend to em- 
phasize the primitive use of music as an affective power for a specific 
occasion and purpose. In certain uses, music today retains its former 
application. Music in churches still has this affective purpose — ^it is 
supposed to influence the higher powers and also to bring the peo- 
ple into harmony with each other. And who has not felt the power 
of waltz or rumba rhythm — far more potent an invitation to the 
dance than the spoken word — or the irresistible command of fife 
and drum to march behind the flag? Now music is reattaining its 
primeval value, which in no way interferes with the value of concert 
giving and virtuosity. Music, which produces an inner harmony, is 
being introduced into homes, schools, colleges, moving pictures, and 
theaters, and especially into hospitals for its direct power over emo- 
tionally disturbed people. 

The need for musical therapy received impetus in the great wars 
of our times with their aftermath of wounded men and women. The 
important point made by the experts in this field is that the music 
used should be of the type that reduces emotional strain. In an age 
when people are already overtaxed with disruptive forces, they re- 
quire tones and rhythms that will give them a feeling of security 
and a sense of harmony with their surroundings. Equally important 
is the type of person employed as a musical therapist. Virtuosi, or 
amateurs trained in the spirit of virtuosity, cannot do this work. 
Many gifted musicians are unsuited to perform music in the sym- 
pathetic, adaptable way essential for success in favorably influencing 
a patient. Different musical qualities from those developed by most 
musicians are therefore demanded; another set of musical talents is 
now given community support. How provocative to the imagination 
it is to learn that scientists have recently discovered the magic in the 
“sonorous fluid” that primitive men and women have known for 
countless years! Music has been scientifically proven to be capable of 
influencing people to think, feel, and act. Music actually can give 
access to depths in the unconscious where nature and spirit are one. 
So now a new type of music has the possibility of developing upon 
the principle behind the great musical art of primitive societies. 
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Increasing recognition of women’s human capabilities, converging 
with public insistence uponl^ariety in musical enterprise, has radi- 
cally altered the relation of women to music. Women and girls are at 
last on the way to approaching music in a free and natural attitude, 
untrammeled by taboos and superstitions. 

It is one thing, however, to make the categorical statement that 
barriers between women and music no longer exist; it is rather like 
the boast of a Chinese visitor to this country that his government has 
forbidden illiteracy. He^made the claim as a fait accompli! But every- 
one knows that long years of planning and of hard work on the part 
of Chinese leaders and teachers combined with the co-operation of 
the people will be necessary before China can become a nation of 
hterate men and women. So it is now with women and the creative 
aspects of music. The falhng of the barriers is only the beginning of 
the reform. An attitude of affirmation toward women as potentially 
creative musicians, accompanied by community backing and in- 
tensive training for all who desire it, must lay the foundation, build 
the plateau from which the creative woman musician can eventually 
take her natural place in the musical life of her society. 

The next step for the friends of women musicians to take is the 
planning of practices for the future benefit of talented women and 
the opening up of opportunities for women already trained in lead- 
ership and in the composition of music. Obviously, men are firmly 
intrenched in most of the established musical enterprises of today. 
For the proving of their capability women will therefore do better 
to find new fields and untrodden paths. Happily, several opportuni- 
ties already await further leadership and initiative on the part of 
womeri. 

The home is the oldest institution we have and the one most 
closely associated with woman s authority and her creative music. 
In the home women s songs were sung. Much of our wonderful 
heritage of folk literature originated in connection with daily work, 
love, and death. Today these associations have largely ceased to 
exist. Modem life has robbed this center of many of its former activ- 
ities, So has the modem utility of music changed. Song is now 
rarely used as a direct, affective agent Even the lullaby has been 
condemned by child specialists. The relation of women to music in 
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the home is now entirely different and comparatively witiaout mean- 
ing.^ 

Since the days of the melancholic Robert Burton, fathers have 
been complaining that the money they spent on their daughters’ 
musical education was largely wasted. Once a girl was married, she 
neglected her music and appeared content to do without it. This 
complaint remains true for the twentieth century. Far too often girls 
"give up" their music. But is it not because custom decrees that it 
shall lead nowhere except to concertizing? All playing and singing 
become a concert in miniature, instead of being indispensable to 
woman’s principal business of bringing and fostering life. 

But now the idea that music benefits oneself or one’s child has 
captured the imagination of at least some parents. An annually in- 
creasing number of young people with a practical musical equip- 
ment are becoming parents, and upon the young mother falls the 
full impact of the demand to make music an integral part of the 
child’s preschool education. Here, in the home, or in die nursery 
school and kindergarten, is the opportunity for creative work — ar- 
ranging, adapting, and inventing appropriate rhythms and melodies 
to be used in giving little children an inner harmony of spirit. 

In the larger life of the community, outside of school and home, 
women have their music clubs. Choral literature for modern women 
is sadly in need of replenishment and invigoration. What better me- 
dium could there be for the woman musician than in the supplying 
of this demand, bringing fresh musical ideas to her companions, to 
be sung and played upon convenient occasions, according to wom- 
en’s own interpretation of their spiritual needs? 

Some communities have already provided a new outlet for the 
woman musician in the practice of therapeutic music. Eva Viscehus 
and Agnes Saville contributed invaluable work toward building 
morale in the sick and wounded by means of music. Then came 
Harriet Ayer Seymour, a prime mover in the movement to give 
music a practical, affective use. During the First World War she had 
charge of music in army hospitals, and afterward was the chairman 
of the Hospital Music Committee, where she gave courses for the 
training of "musical doctors." The last few years of war have greatly 
increased the demand for women qualified to play and sing ‘healing" 
music in hospitals. In the Philadelphia area an experiment was under- 
taken under the auspices of the Southeastern Pennsylvania Chapter 
of the American Red Cross to supply instrumentalists and singers. 
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Selected from tiie association of Gray Ladies, about twenty women 
qualified as competent to go about the wards of several hospitals, 
Working separately or together, each one modifies beautiful, simple 
melodies into music of therapeutic value adapted to the emotional 
state of the different patients.^ ( See Plate 63. ) 

The institutionalization of affective music, already underway in 
education and in the moving-picture industry, is now taking place 
in the field of therapy. After the First World War, the National 
Foundation of Musical Therapy was founded by Mrs. Seymour, 
and through it scores of devoted musicians have since been working 
in hospitals and other institutions. At the present time, therefore, 
both professionals and amateurs are drawn into a common musical 
cause, the importance of whose social consequences no one can 
predict. Together they are blazing a path for a new class of official 
women musicians. The intimate knowledge these pioneers are gain- 
ing through experience of the action of music upon the subconscious 
mind, purifying it of evil influences and revitalizing it, may well be 
the foundation upon which some gifted woman will create new and 
wonderful music. 

Among our rural people an opportunity for creative work awaits 
a woman of talent and initiative. By turning her eyes to the Grange 
and to the now popular festivals celebrating the principal agricul- 
tural crop of a country area — such as the Apple Blossom Festival 
in Virginia and the Potato Blossom Festival in Aroostook County, 
Maine — a country music teacher may make her position the step- 
pingstone to original composition. 

The Grange is one of the most remarkable institutions of American 
folk life. In it the culture of our country districts centers. Because of 
the secrecy of its rituals, few outsiders are aware of its importance. 
Founded in America in 1867 by a group of Masons, the Grange 
draws on old agricultural rituals that have come down from antiq- 
uity through the Masonic orders. Here can be found the old idea of 
birth and rebirth, reformulated by our American farm population 
for itself with a Christian coloring but with the use of the old sym- 
bols. Nothing is more American than the Grange; yet nothing in our 
modern life has deeper roots in the earth and in that early religion of 
nature of which woman was once the priestess and musician. 

The opportunity offered by the Grange to the woman composer 
arises chiefly from the fact that, in this organization, women have a 
status equal to that of men. While they are still in grammar school. 
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girls and boys are taught the lore of the Grange and learn its tradi- 
tional motions with songs from the Grange Song Book Girls and hoys 
walk in couples in the processions, and grow up with a full recogni- 
tion of the honored place of each in the great scheme of life. Women 
and men also attend the ceremonies in complete ec^uality— ^*ma- 
tron and pa^^on of husbandry. The ^chaplain’^ is often a woman. 
The post of “lecturer” is also often filled by a woman. From the 
point of view of music, the “lecturer” is the more important of the 
two, for upon her falls the responsibility of providing entertainment, 
which must be of educational value and uplifting to the group. So 
eager are the people of the Grange for anything that enriches their 
simple ceremonies that a talented woman would undoubtedly find 
reward for creating appropriate music, perhaps a new and mighty 
song of rebirth springing from the heart of our fertile land and from 
the religious spirit of our American farmers. 

Community ritual and music has been developed in an entirely 
new way by Dr. Rachel Davis Dubois, formerly professor of inter- 
cultural education at New York University. In co-operation with 
Dvora Lapson, a musician and mime-dancer, she has made experi- 
ments in the cure of socially sick groups and now offers training in 
the techniques involved at the New School for Social Research in 
New York. 

Rachel Dubois’ services as an expert in analyzing social industrial 
discords are called for where there is trouble in crowded industrial 
or urban areas, race riots or other disorders beyond the control of 
regular social agencies. Sometimes she works under the public 
school system. Sometimes she is called in by a group of churches — 
usually Protestant, Jewish, and Catholic churches in combination. 
Sometimes she is sponsored by the Quakers, being herself a Quaker. 
Sometimes she works in connection with a social agency. 

Her mainstay, and the original element in her experienced and 
competent handling of social disorder, is a new kind of social gather- 
ing that she calls a “neighborhood-home festival.” With the help of 
her co-operators in the district, about thirty assorted individuals rep- 
resenting all the types and cultures that cannot or will not mix so- 
cially are persuaded to gather at some convenient center. The chosen 
place is always dressed up for the occasion with the flowers or fruits 
or evergreens of the season, and with informal seating arrangements. 
At such a gathering held just before Christmas at the Friends’ Meet- 
inghouse in New York City, the vestibule was transformed by ever- 
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green trees and candlelight, the cushions dragged out of the pews 
inside and placed in a circle on the floor. Flowers, fruits, candlehght, 
and firelight are the beginning of the magic. 

After the people have come and have been charmed into relaxing 
and waiting to see what will happen next. Dr. Dubois starts a con- 
versation with an observation on something connected with the 
weather or the seasons. She has discovered a sure social solvent — 
reminiscence of early childhood connected with seasonal activities. 
On an autumn day Dr. Dubois gets the group to talking about prep- 
aration for Thanksgiving or for Jewish or national harvest festivals, 
always^ pushing the reminiscence back to earliest childhood, cen- 
tered in home and mother. Then Rachel Dubois introduces the 
critical questions: ‘"Did your mother sing while she was doing this? 
What did she sing?” And out of the group she begins to draw the old 
songs they heard or learned in childhood, songs going back to many 
lands, in many parts of the world. The smooth varnish of American- 
ism is rubbed off. These people begin to meet on aboriginal levels 
of folk memory and folk song. 

It is amazing to see that any thirty Americans, gathered at ran- 
dom, in our racially mixed city areas, will have among them three or 
four people who can sing the whole of some unique song. It is a great 
moment in such a gathering when some unadjusted old woman of 
foreign birth lifts up her voice and sings. She often breaks down in 
joyful tears when neighbors upon whom she had looked with distrust 
draw around her, admiring and obviously moved. 

Within an hour after she starts to talk to an apparently dull and 
uninterested group. Dr. Dubois and her trained musician assistant 
have the people circling with clasped hands, walking in procession- 
als with lighted candles, singing folk songs and hymns of all faiths, 
even reverently repeating prayers together. Nine hundred of these 
“festivals” were given in New York City one season mainly in the 
least “privileged” part of the city. A visitor to many of them says that 
each one was entirely different from the others and that every one 
had some moments of startling and poignant beauty. An artist ob- 
server said, “If one could get the secret of this, one would have a 
new art that would cure almost everything that ails us.” ^ 

In Rachel Dubois can be seen an educated woman of modern 
times not only creating a new art, in which music is integrated, but 
doing so in order to provide rites practical and effective enough to 
solve a social problem brought about by modern conditions. This is 
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precisely the way her remote ancestors made rituals thousands of 
years ago when women were creative musicians. Dr. Dubois" re- 
markable initiative in developing this technique by reviving old rites 
and music, buried in the memories of people indiscriminately 
chosen, and by improvising an affective integration of motions and 
melodies capable of smoothing out the souls of skeptical partici- 
pants, is significant to the modern woman musician. Not only does it 
demonstrate that woman s inherent ability to use music creatively is 
as potent as it ever was; it also suggests diat, while women still find 
it diflBcult to compete with men in the conventional practice of 
music, there is now opening to them the opportunity to create heal- 
ing, beneficent music of immense social value. ( See Plate 64. ) 

But in spite of the giant strides taken by women toward a fuller 
participation in the musical life of our times, an outworn attitude 
still holds them back from the full realization of their new oppor- 
tunities. Women, unfortunately, have long regarded their women’s 
activities as unimportant and as unworthy of artistic effort. Musi- 
cians have a predilection to strive for recognition in mens arenas by 
writing symphonies and operas — ^forms invented and used by men 
for centuries in their own organizations. But if women would sing 
first for themselves, sincerely and enthusiastically, ignoring critics 
with preconceived notions about either women or music, their song 
would eventually burst out of the bounds of home, sickroom, or 
club and would flow into that stream of rhythm, melody, harmony 
which is forming the music of tomorrow. ( See Plates 65 and 66. ) 

4 . 

The woman musician of today is at the crossroads Her relation to 
music depends upon her relation to the society in which she fives 
and to the religious expression of that society. This relation tran- 
scends any specific barriers that may have been erected in the past 
between given groups of women and their participation in music. 
And since all civilization is now in the throes of rebirth, woman s 
place in the musical fife of the new world is dependent upon what 
new religious ideas will be formulated, what new customs will be 
made. 

Womans apparent sterility in musical creation, in comparison 
with mans of our times, is not at all due to any inherent deficiency in 
her ability to think symbolically. Given the proper environments. 



MUSIC AND WOMEN 


294 

where her culture demands music and where her contemporaries 
confidently expect her to produce it, where she receives from early 
childhood the training necessary to make her a creative musician, 
woman has already been at least the equal of her man in composing 
the type of music required by that culture. And this flowering of 
woman’s natural musical talent has been by no means confined to 
aborigines of early cultural levels. The Tuareg poetess-musicians, 
Sappho and her colleagues, the Arabians, Hildegarde and other 
nuns, many ladies of the Renaissance, as well as the Russian and 
Lithuanian peasants are witnesses proclaiming woman s power to 
express herself in the language of music. 

Scientists agree that the innate capacity of the human brain for 
creative, artistic, and intellectual accomplishment has not materially 
changed during the past sixty thousand years. Neither can the rela- 
tive capacity for men and women for such activity have changed. 
When we find, therefore, that at many times and in many places, 
women have equaled their men in music making, we may be sure 
that the comparative silence of modern women in musical expression 
is not the result of inherent incapacity or of spiritual inferiority to 
"men. 

Nor is woman’s comparative silence in music due to the fact that 
our music has become overintellectualized. Scores of modern women 
have demonstrated intellectual capacity of the highest order. The 
intelligence quotient of the average girl is fully equal to that of her 
brother. Both are equally educable, as has been recently discovered, 
in the abstractions of mathematics. No chimpanzee could be taught 
to multiply three by four or to resolve a dominant seventh chord. 
The existence of many women of high intellectual capacity, of su- 
perior artistic imagination, and of ability to express themselves in 
the modern idiom of music conclusively disproves the possibility 
that the female sex is disbarred from the sacred circle of creative 
musicians. 

As we have seen, woman’s silence in musical expression is, on the 
contrary, due to historical causes that have brought about a nonper- 
missive environment for the woman musician. The music of our cul- 
ture was originally bound indissolubly to organized religion and 
limited to churx^h use. Women were disbarred from oflScial partici- 
pation in the religious ceremony and so became automatically cut 
off from opportunity to create music. Nuns, who had a specified 
place in the hierarchy, composed only hturgical and extrahturgical 



ARTEMIS STIRRING 295 

music, and within the limits of their opportunities. When men and 
women freed themselves from the heavy restrictions placed upon the 
free use of music by the churchmen and began to use music apart 
from ritual and hturgy, women were theoretically able to function 
again as musicians. But the leaders in music were still those con- 
nected with, or employed by, religious oiOBcials, and according to the 
established custom of over a thousand years, were all men. Effective 
musical education and training was still in the church. Since the 
supply of men musicians was suflBcient, women were not in demand 
but were expected rather to patronize and to perform men s music. 
Furthermore, even though ecclesiastical authority waned, authority 
in church, state, educational system, and home remained largely in 
the hands of men. And it was an authority reinforced by the religion 
that women were spiritually and intellectually inferior to men. 

The Fathers of the early Church said; “Every woman should be 
ashamed of the thought that she is a woman.” 

This is the pernicious doctrine that has determined the relation of 
women to the body politic and to religious expression, and that has 
stifled woman s collective imagination. Its poison has survived even 
in the most up to date of men's teaching. The terms “mascuHne” and 
“feminine,” when used in association with “activity” and “passivity,” 
tend to give women the same sense of powerlessness and so carry 
over into modern education the idea that feminine attributes can- 
not be active and beneficent; that, in order to develop creative im- 
agination, a woman must ignore her sex and build upon attributes 
and qualities now associated with men. This is as negative and as 
emotionally conflicting a creed as that taught by the early Christian 
Church. 

How different is the faith in a spirit-bearing womanhood ex- 
pressed by a great woman of the nineteenth century, Rahel Vam- 
hagen; 'T am at one with myself and consider myself a good, 
beautiful gift.” ® 

Here is the clarion call to women — the holy dogma for the aflBrma- 
tion of collective womanhood. In it is implicit all that women need 
to give them that spiritual independence and self-assertion essential 
for any kind of creative work. Most of aU for the rearing of good and 
beautiful children. 

By regarding herself as a good, beautiful gift, any woman can be 
sure that she is endowed with every attribute of brain power and 
spirituality now possible for human beings. She need have no more 
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misgivings about the inherent power of women to evince imagina- 
tion. 

In the words ‘1 am at one with myself” lies the assurance that 
childbearing, even the female equipment for bringing life, provides 
one of the most driving incentives to develop imagination that the 
world has ever seen. Believing this, a mother knows that evidence of 
creative imagination, or a desire to develop it, does not make her less 
of a woman and an ineffective imitation of man. She knows that she 
can accept her natural role without emotional conflict and with the 
assurance that womanhood is a creative role in the scheme of life. 

New ideas are always slow in gaining momentum. Throughout 
history, they can be traced back far beyond the time they became a 
force, running parallel to older conceptions of what is right until 
they either disappear or become the core of another religion. The 
idea that women are a creative and beneficent power is actually one 
of the oldest in the world and appears today in the great majority of 
primitive societies. It reached its most beautiful expression in the 
oldest known civihzations of antiquity. Wherever the creative power 
of women is a factor in the making of religious and social institu- 
tions, women have authority in such institutions, in the magic arts of 
healing body and spirit, and in music. From their rites, their music, 
and from their own leaders (both real and symbolic), women draw 
the inspiration to revitalize, at fixed intervals, their own powers. 

Running parallel to the religion that regards woman as creative 
and beneficent is the diametrically opposed belief that she is evil, or, 
in some cases, merely powerless. Even in a few of the most primitive 
tribes, there are evidences of a movement to degrade the value of 
the female and to challenge her humanity. This movement reached 
its climax around the years 400 to 800 a.d., and has had a dominating 
influence upon the schematic religions founded by men from about 
800 B.c. to 600 A.D. Such religions include Brahmanism, Buddhism 
(although to a lesser extent), Confucianism, Orthodox Judaism, 
ecclesiastical Christianity, Mohammedanism, and Nazism. It has 
been the religion of modern civilization. Wherever and whenever the 
value of womanhood is degraded, women neglect to emphasize the 
life-bringing value of their natural ways and allow men to pre-empt 
the creative arts of healing body and spirit, and of music. Although 
today, in our society, these arts have become separate departments 
and specialized, they are still endowed with a quality of mystery 
and magic. Religion, medicine, and music are still the three fields 
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from which men would like to exclude women and in which they 
most resent women’s influence. 

It is only very lately that women have taken organized steps to re- 
place themselves in a creative, beneficent relation to life and to re- 
assert their own values. But hardly yet do many face boldly and 
honestly the crux of the woman problem: religious ideas, symbols, 
ceremonies, and economic customs that place women in the position 
of receiving bounties, even the gift of life, from men can never bring 
women into the right relation to life and free the subconscious for 
creative thinking. 

For women to attain the state of collective spiritual independence, 
to be reborn as adult human beings, their inner lives must be given 
the spiritual sustenance so long withheld, and given it more inten- 
sively on account of their long starvation. 

Instead of those symbols and religious ceremonies that allow a 
woman only a vicarious relation to the life force, others, giving her a 
realization of her own potentiality for activity, must be substituted. 
In ritual, the great truth should be reiterated that woman is a benefi- 
cent manifestation of the rhythm of all life. As girl, mate, mother, 
worker at Hfe’s tasks, and finally as one ripe with experience, she 
should be told and told again that each stage of her life span has its 
own peculiar wisdom that is needed in the community; that, with- 
out her, the torch of life would flicker and die. 

So are women now needed to assert their leadership over women, 
and over men who would work with them, in those departments of 
life in which women have experiences denied by natural laws to 
men. Men have great areas in life where their leadership can be 
properly exercised. But in all matters pertaining to women s female 
function and to her inner emotional life, the assumption by men of 
exclusive authority does the feminine psyche grave harm and stifles 
its free expression. Today it is scientists, doctors, and psychiatrists 
who possess the modern magic. The exclusion, or the discourage- 
ment, of women in these fields is as damaging to women as the exclu- 
sion of women from the priesthood was in early Christian times. 
Healing, religion, and music are the three fields in which woman is 
pre-eminently fitted by nature and by experience to express herself 
and to serve her fellows. Unless women are trained in modem meth- 
ods and equipped with the learning of the ages to be doctors and 
psychiatrists, able to advise girls in adolescence, in the period of sex 
relations, in childbirth, and at the threshold to middle age, women 
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will never have the foundation for formulating the new faith, for 
developing the new rituals and customs that will give spiritual in- 
tegrity — the foundation of creative expression in music. 

Once leadership by women trained in scientific thinking has been 
estabhshed and recognized, women can then make a concerted 
effort to release their imagination from the age-long repression. They 
must find their own symbols to remind themselves of their own pe- 
cuHar power for good. They must find rituals and music to reinforce 
their own spirits in the crises of womanhood. And they must have 
representation in the larger life of the community for the authority 
of the natural woman; then can the Daughters of the Moon proceed 
boldly and confidently to the task of objectifying their experiences in 
whatever way they find opportunity and incentive. 

Even now, the crescent moon is rising in the sky. One day it will 
grow again to its full splendor. And Artemis is reaching for her lyre, 
courageously striking the opening chords of woman's ageless song; 

Here, Queen Goddess, light-bringer, divine Moon, 

Who move in a path of night, wandering in the darkness. 
Torch-bearer of the mysteries, Moon-maiden, rich in stars, 

You who gave and diminish, who are both female and male, 
All-seeing, enlightener, fruit-bearer. Mother of Time, 

Splendor of amber, soulful, illuminator, you who are Birth. 

Lover of all-night wakefulness, fountain of beautiful stars! 

Whose joy is the tranquil silence of the blissful spirit of night, 

The lustrous one, giver of charms, votive statue of night. 

You who bring fruit to perfection, visions and sacred rites! 

Queen of stars, in flowing veils, who move on a curving path, 
All-wise maiden, blessed one, keeper of the treasury of stars. 

May you come in beautiful gladness, shining in all your brilliance; 
And saving the youthful suppliants who turn to you. Maiden Moon! ® 
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A 

Abbess, 192, 193; see also Herrad, 
Hildegarde, Macrina, Radegund, 
Scolastica 

Acad^mie Frangaise, 236 
Accademia dei Dilettanti di Musica, 
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Adesdi Choir, 259 
Adonia (Festival), 100, 101, 102 
Adonis, 100, 101, 102, 111 
Aetheria, 161 

Africa, see Akikuyu, Ashanti, Ba 
Ronga, Bavenda, Bantu, Bushmen, 
Dahomey, Fan, Hottentot, Ibibio, 
Jabo, Matse, M'Komis, Pygmy, 
Sherbro, Tuareg, Valenge, Wan- 
yamwezi, Yoruba 
Ahaal, 72 

A'h-Mose Nofret-iri, Queen, 73 
Aiora (Festival), 100 
Akikuyu tribe, 58 
Albania, 16, 39 
d'Albret, Jeanne, 206 
Alkondst, 49, 118 

Al-al, 27; see also Alleluia, Cry of 

Joy 

Alleluia, 27, 93, 99, 151, 153, 159 
Altar, 23, 84, 145, 170 
Alto and soprano voice, 180 
Amateur, 246-60, 285; see also Camil- 
lae. Dilettanti 
Amatores, 227 

America, see North and South Ameri- 
can Indians, and United States 
Amzad, 72 
Anahita, 120 
Andaman Islands, 29 
Anderson, Marian, 235 
Annamites, 58 
Anne of Cleves, 225 
Anthesphoria (Festival), 100 
Anthesteria (Festival), 100 
Antdnovna, Anna, 52 


Apatouria (Festival), 100 
Aphrodite, 111, 140, 142 
ApoUo, 119, 120, 142 
Apsaras, 116, 120 

Arabians, 39, 161; see also Saracens 
Archilei, Vittoria, 220 
Arians, 161 

Aristotle, 138, 139, 283 
d'Arragona, Giovanna, 220 
Artemis, 96, 117-22, 167-9, 174, 298 
Artemisia (Festival), 100 
Aryans, see India 
Ashanti tribe, 15, 31 
Aspasia, 141 
Athalie, 252 

Athene, 113, 115-7, 142 
Australia, see Tasmanians, Tribes of 
the Cape York Peninsula, Wikmun- 
kan Ghost Clan 
Aymara, 22 
Azada, 117, 140 

B 

Babylonia, 80 

Bacchae or Bacchantes, 93, 94, 117, 
120 

Bacchae, The, 93, 138 
Bali, 59 

Ballads, see Songs 
Ballo dello Ingrata, 231 
Bamboo Tubes, 5, 63 
Banquet of the Ten Virgins, 174, 175 
Bantu tribe, 42, 84 
Barah-Masas, 47 
Barking, 196, 198 
Ba Ronga tribe, 15, 38, 51 
Barriers, to musical creation, see also 
Prohibitions; customs against men, 
55-7, 190, 279; customs against 
particular uses, 178, 279; customs 
against practice of music, 278, 279; 
customs against women, 56-60, 79, 
232, 235, 239, 252, 269, 270, 276, 
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278* see also Christian Church; 
weakening of taboos, 213, 226, 230, 
238, 250, 254, 259 
Bassoon, 240 
Bastet, 67, 68, 119 
Bavenda tribe, 4, 15, 31 
Beatrice del Sera, 224 
Beatriz de Dia, 211 
Beecham, T., 239 
Bembo, Antonia, 225 
Benedidi, Lucrezia, 220, 221 
Bes6di, 52 

Bharati, 68, 119, 129 

Binnevale, 49 , r.. 

Bird-Women, 49, 118; see also Sirens 

Birth, see Childbirth, Rites 

Bishops, women, 145, 155 

Bitoviya, 48 

Blian, 57 

Bogomiles, 158 

Boleyn, Anne, 219 

Bolivian Indians, 22 

Bona Dea, 145 

Borneo, 15, 37, 45, 50, 55 

Boulanger, Lili, 276 

Boulanger, Nadia, 240 

Bourges, Clementine de, 222 

Bovia, Laura, 222 

Bow, musical, 5, 31, 62 

Boy choir, 179, 180, 267, 269, 270 

Boy lovers, 140 

Brahmans, 130, 131, 296 

Brahms, 249, 255, 257, 258, 280 

Bread of Life, 100, 111, 153, 154 

Brico, Antonia, 241 

Bride, 26, 32, 97, 146, 174-6, 282; 

see also Marriage, Songs 
Bride of Christ, 165, 174, 194 
Bridesmaids" Songs, see Songs 
Bridget, 152, 155, 206 
Brittany, 16 
Brynhild, 45 
Bryn Mawr College, 258 
Bulgaria, 16 
Bundu, 31 
Burma, 30 

Burney, Charles, 225 
Bushmen tribe, 15, 51, 62, 63 

C 

Caccini, Francesca, 220, 222 

Calabria, 28, 37 

Calegari, Maria Caterina, 224 


Calliope, 120 
Calpumia, 158 
Calvinists, 267 
Cambodia, 16 

Camillae, 246-62; see also Amateur 

Candlemas (Festival), 153 

Canonical Hours, 191 

Cantorissa, 191 

Cantrix, 191 

Cappadocia, 80, 188 

Caraje Indians, 57 

Carmen, see Incantations 

Carmenta, 118 

Carmentes, 119 

Caroline Islands, 51, 52 

Carols, see Songs 

Carreno, Teresa, 237, 244 

Castanets, 5 ' 

Castrati, 140, 174, 219, 233, 271 
Casulana, Madeleine, 222 
de Catabeni, Catabene, 223 
Catacombs, 154’ 

Cecilia, St., 262, 263, 264, 282 
Chantress, 13, 75, 76, 191 
Charila (Festival), 101 
Charites, 100, 120 
Charms, see Incantations 
Chastity, 169, 174, 193; see also 
Artemis, Virgin 
Chieftainess, 8, 56, 71, 131 
Childbirth, 7, 13, 21-3, 25, 77, 95, 
115; see also Rites 
Children of the Chapel, 267 
Children of the Revels, 219 
China, 48, 66, 69, 127-9 
Choir, see Chorus 
Choral dance, see Chorus, Dance 
Choral literature, 103, 161, 175, 219- 
26, 235, 236, 249, 252-57 
Chorus, mixed, 10, 88, 129, 132, 150- 
60, 219, 221, 222, 231, 235, 248-50 
Chorus, women"s, ancient, 36, 75-8, 
81, 84, 91-104, 128, 132; Chris- 
tians (church), 150, 157, 159-62, 
188; Christians (secular), 252, 253, 
255, 257, 259; primitive and peas- 
ant, 1, 8-13, 20, 23, 25, 27, 31-6, 
38, 40-4, 47, 50-2, 55-9, 64, 72, 
97; Saracens, 210 
Christ, see Jesus 
Christening, 36 

Christian Church, comments in sum- 
mary, 294, 295; musical practices. 
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159, 172, 177-80; prohibitions, 169- 
82, 232, 267, 269; see also Barriers 
Chrotield, 185 

Church, see Christian Church 
Clappers, 65 
Cleis, 105 

Clement of Alexandria, 161, 167, 295 
Clubs, women's, 240, 246, 247, 255, 
272 289 

CoUeges, 248, 257, 261, 277 
Colonna, Vittoria, 217 
Composer, modern woman, 264, 265, 
278, 288-94 

Concert, 229-32, 247, 256, 259 
Conclamatio, 146 
Conductor, see Leader 
Congregational singing, 179, 207, 243, 
250, 267 

Conservatories, 236, 254, 275 
Copts, 149, 150 
Corinna, 103 
Cornet, 267 
Corsica, 25, 37 
Council of Auxerre, 173 
Council of Laodicea, 170, 179 
Couperin, Louise, 226 
Courtesan, 140, 141, 230, 282 
Crusades, 202, 203 
Cry of Joy, 27, 31, 85, 99, 111, 118, 
154; see also Alleluia 
Cybele, 109, 112, 117, 145, 169 
Cyclades Islands, 34, 47, 50, 84 
Cymbals, 65, 117 
Cyprus, 111 
Cupid, 111 


D 

Dahomey tribe, 15, 40 
Daina, 16, 48; see also Songs 
Dance, 29, 38, 62, 63, 68, 69, 89, 
116, 120, 208, 241 
Dance of the Blood, 62 
Daniels, Mabel, 277 
Daughters of the Convent, 162 
Daughters of Jerusalem, 165, 182 
Daughters of the Moon, 3, 122, 182 
Deaconess, 155, 170 
Death, 25, 37, 76, 78, 99, 146, 148, 
150, 158, 162, 188, 197; see also 
Rites 

Deborah, 132 
Demeter, 99, 112, 113 


DessofF, Margarete, 258, 259 
Devaron, Loma Cooke, 258 
Devishnik, 33, 38 
Dido and Aeneas, 252 
Dilettanti, 227; see also Amateur 
Dionysos, 92, 93, 98 
Dirge, 25, 26, 37, 40, 41, 99, 107, 
146; see also Songs, Wail 
"‘Distinguished Historian," 51 
Dithyramb, 85, 93, 103 
Dons, 89 
Dounya, 52 
Dove, 84, 168 

Drama, Greek, 93, 100, 136, 137 
Dravidians; see India 
Drums, ancient women's use, 65, 78, 
91, 100, 133, 145; goddesses' use, 
112, 117; primitive and peasant 
women's use, 3, 5, 8, 10, 24, 29, 31, 
57 59 63 

DuBois, Rachel Davis, 291, 292 
Dulcimer, 5 
Dimcan, Isadora, 240 
Dusun tribe, 55 
Dutch Guiana, 47, 51 
Dyak tribe, 15, 37, 45, 50 
Dzogbemesi, 18 

E 

Early Christian Sects, see Arians, 
Bogomiles, Copts, Gnostics, Kol- 
lyridians, Marianites, Marcions, 
Montanists, Priscilhans, Therapeu- 
tae 

Education, music in modem, 244, 
261, 285 

Egypt, 67, 68, 72-80, 112-14, 118, 
120 

Edeithyia, 23, 77, 95, 96 
Eiresione (Festival), 100 
Eka Abassi, 18 
Eleanor of Aquitaine, 208 
Electress of Saxony, 225 
Elegy, see Songs, Wail 
Eleusinian Mysteries, 101 
Elizabeth, Queen of England, 224 
Elizabeth, St., 204 
Emily, St, 188 

Endymion, 113 r ‘ i 

England, boarding schools for girls, 
252, 257; court and manor life in, 
208, 218, 219, 224; folk songs 
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from, 45, 214; monasteries in, 191, 
195, 196; public performances of 
opera and oratories, 232, 248 
Ennateric (Festival), 101 
Epiphanius, 153, 170 
Ephraem of Edessa, 161 
Epics, see Songs 
Epithalamia, 107 

Entertainment, music for, ancient na- 
tions, 79, 81, 83, 133; modern and 
oriental nations, 16, 210; primitive 
and peasant groups, 49, 72; secular 
Christian music, 208-10, 215-22, 
231-40, 247, 248, 255-9, 285 
Erinna, 104 
Eros, 111 
Eskimo, 15, 46 
Esperanto, 272 
d'Este, Beatrice, 215, 216 
d’Este, Isabella, 215, 217 
Esther, 252 
Estonia, 16, 36, 207 
Eumenides, 100 
Eunuch, see Castrati 
Euripides, 93, 138 
Eve, 134, 143, 272 


Fan tribe, 22 
Fates, 114, 116, 120 
Feminae Sanctores, 195 
Feminine, 266, 272, 295 
Ferrara, 215 

Festivals, ancient times, 86, 88, iuu, 
101; Christian, 152, 172; primitive 
and peasant groups, 10, 27, 51, 56, 

97 

Figurines, 65, 67, 84, 117 
Fiji Islands, 15, 23, 24 
Finland, 16 
Flint, Michigan, 250 
Flowers, 28, 32, 33, 37, 51, 63, 68, 
75, 84, 96, 98, 109, 128 
Flutes, ancient womens use, dd, /y, 
97, 100, 180; Christian womens 
use, 146, 178, 218; goddesses' use, 
117; primitive and peasant women s 
use, 29, 48, 51, 57, 63 
Fox Indians, 23 

France, court life in, 220, 225, 226, 
236, 252; folk songs from, 206, 208; 
monasteries in, 185, 186, 196, 198, 
223; troubadours of, 210, 211 


Franks, 185 
Frohlich, Nanette, 255 
Funeral, see Death 


Gales with, 187 
Games, 43, 49, 51, 96 
Gandersheim, 197 
Garden of Delight, 198 
Geisha Girl, 141, 230 ^ 

General Federation of Women s 
Clubs, 246, 258 
Generatrix, 64 

Germany, 18th-century co^ts in, 
225; 18th-century music schools in, 
236; folk sonp from, 34, 50, 206; 
monasteries or women in, 191, 197; 
19th-century women’s choruses in, 
254-6 

Glover, Sarah Ann, 242 
Gnostics, 150 

Goddess, as abstraction, 67, 112, 116, 
120; as guardian, 18, 94-6, 116; as 
life span and life, 9, 27, 67, 73, 75, 
77, 82, 89, 95, 96, 100, 109, 110; 
as Mary, 149, 153, 163, 168; as 
mother and creator, 109, 112, 122, 
145; as mourner, rejoicer, wailer, 
49, 99, 117, 118; as musician, 68, 
116-20, 206; as reflection of reality, 
67, 112, 120; as sex. 111, 140; as 
virgin or self, 121; as worker, 67, 
114; into saint, 153; loss of power, 
142, 143, 168 
Gongs, 3 
Gorgo, 102 
Goudimel, 267 
Gourd, 5 
Graces, 120 

Graham, Martha, 241, 245 
Grainne, 39 
Grange, 290, 291 
Gray Ladies, 290 

Greece, see also Sappho; degradation 
of women in, 136-9; folk songs 
from, 5, 26, 33, 101; goddesses in, 
112, 115-23; section on ancient 
Greece, 89-107, 135-9 
Greenland 46 
Gregory of Nyssa, 188 
Guinevere, Queen, 208 
Gulf of Carpenteria, 38 
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H 

Haida Indians, 10 
Hamburger Frauenchor, 255 
Harps, ancient women's use of, 79, 
81, 135; Renaissance women’s use 
of, 209, 219-21; modem women’s 
use of, 238, 240 
Harpsichord, 218 
Hathor, 67, 68, 76, 119, 214 
Heavenly Bridegroom, 174, 176, 194 
Hebrides Islands, 16, 39, 44, 49 
Hekate, 95, 122 
Helen, 89 
Helena, 155 
Hera, 96, 110, 142 
Heraea (Festival), 97, 100 
Heresies, 149; see also Early Chris- 
tian Sects 
Heroines, 120 
Herois (Festival), 101 
Herrad, 198, 199 
Hersephoria (Festival), 100 
Hestia, 95, 115 
Hetaera, 141 

Hildegarde, 200, 201, 294 

Hiller, J. A., 254 

Hina, 19 

Hindu, see India 

Hittites, 131 

Hnyt, 75 

Holda, 42 

Holmes, Augusta, 273 
Holst, G., 257 
Holy Ghost, 168 
Honolulu, 11 
Horae, 116, 120, 191 
Horn, 31, 146 
Hottentot tribe, 46 
Hours, see Horae 
Hroswitha, 197, 198 
Hutchinson, Anne, 268 
Hymns, see Songs 
Hypate, 119 
Hypercheme, 102 

I 

Ibibio tribe, 12, 18 
Ila, 68, 129 

Imitation, by men of women, 14, 60, 
136, 142; by women of natural 
sounds, 14, 24 
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Incantation, 4, 5, 44, 45, 59, 118, 
119; see also Songs 
Incense, 75, 84, 145, 154, 177 
India, see also Goddess, Manu; Ary- 
ans and Hindus, 15, 47, 67, 88, 
113, 119, 129-31; Dravidians, 15, 
87; Indus Valley culture, 65, 67; 
Malaccans, 63; Mohammedans, 50 
Indram, 113 
Indus Valley, 65, 67 
Innanna, 68, 111, 115, 119 
Ino, 92 
Insignia, 109 

Instruments, see Musical Instruments 
Inton jane, 31 

Ireland, 16, 36, 49, 206, 251 
Iroquois Indians, 6, 8, 25, 60, 61 
Ishtar, 81, 82, 111-5, 117, 143, 167 
Isis, 73, 76, 112, 114, 117, 118 
'Isle of Women,” 85 
Italy, see also Rome; development of 
concerts, opera and oratories in, 
220, 231, 248; folk songs from, 28; 
Renaissance in, 215-24; Venetian 
conservatories in, 254 
Iturbi, J., 239 

j 

Jabo tribe, 10, 38 
Jehovah, 134 
Jerome, St, 160, 178 
Jesus, 146, 147 
Jews, 5, 28, 131-5, 143 
Judith, 133 

K 

Kamchatka, 15, 50, 60, 63 
Kamroru, 50 
Karpathos, 51 
Kassia, 198, 201 
Kastroubonka, 52 
Katabaukaleses, 101 
Kauwala, 162 
Kindler, H., 239 
Klio, 120 

Kloket Mother, 63 
Kokucurra, 51 
Kollyridians, 153, 157 
Kore, 99, 112 
Korea, 50, 60 
Korythalia (Festival), 100 
Koryak tribe, 59 
Kostlin-Lang, Josephine, 244 
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Kra, 64 

Kwakiutl Indians, 19 
Kyrie eleison, 160, 207 
Kyrioles, 207 

L 

La Ariana, 220 
Ldda, 10, 18 

Lady, 202-12, 217-22, 224, 227, 246 
Lady o£ Incantations, 118 
"'Lady of the Rib,” 143 
Lala-Kon-Ta (Festival), 97 
Lament, see Songs 
Lattamat, 162 
Latvia, 16, 36, 207 
Laymans Music Course, 242 
Lays, 129, 209 

Leader, ancient, 72, 102-7, 132, 133; 
early Christian, 186, 188, 195, 200; 
importance of past to creative ef- 
fort, 59, 277; later Christian, 221, 
223, 225, 237, 241, 244, 253, 277; 
primitive and peasant leader. Com- 
posers* Chapters I, II, III, IV 
Leoni, Olimpia, 224 
Lesbos, 104 
Liberia, 37 
Libussa Baba, 19 
Life-Cycle, see Rites 
Lind, Jenny, 234, 235 
Lipushiau, 81 
Liszt, Cosima, 246 
Lithuania, 13, 16, 36, 42, 48, 50, 90, 
118, 207, 294 
Liturgical Plays, 195, 196 
Lobi Singi, 47 
Lombardini, Maddelina, 237 
Longchamps, 224 
Louise of Savoy, 219 
Lullabies, see Songs 
Lu-Lu, 27; see also Alleluia 
Lumha, 140 
Lute, 218, 220 

Lyre, 65, 79, 106, 117, 120, 148, 178 
Lyrics, see Songs 

M 

Macrina, St., 188, 192 

Madagascar, 44 

Madrigal singing, 219, 225 

Maenads, 93, 161 

Magic music, see Music as magic 

Magician, 8, 57, 59, 132 


Magnifici, RafaeUa, 223 
Mahra, 18 
Maidu Indians, 59 
Maintenon, Mme de, 252 
Malacca, 63 
Manam Islands, 57 
Manelli, Maddelena, 232 
Manfredi, Claudia, 223 
Mantra, 90, 130 
Manu, 130; see also Prohibitions 
Maori tribe, 15, 17, 26, 29 
Marcions, 161 
Margaret of Austria, 219 
Margaret of Scotland, 208 
Margarita, Duchess of Ferrara, 221 
Martna, 148 
Maria Theresa, 225 
Marianites, 150, 157, 172 
Marie de France, 209, 210 
Marriage, see also Rites, Songs, bride 
of Christ; 166, 174, 194, 199; 
Christian idea, 174; primitive idea 
of a rebirth, 26; wedding ceremo- 
nies, 32, 97, 216, 282 
Mary, see also Alleluia, Goddess, 
Songs; as apostle, 155; as divine, 
149, 150, 154, 162, 168; as media- 
tor, 164; as mother, 146, 149, 155, 
213; as mourner, 148; as singer, 
159; loss of power of, 169, 173, 
282 

Mary Magdalen, 148, 155, 170 
Mary and Martha, 148, 154 
Mary Salome, 148 
Mathison, Edith Wynne, 235 
Mati, 51 
Matse tribe, 18 
Maximilla, 150 
Mdire ni DhuibH, 251 
McLeod, Mary, 43 
Mechthild, 199, 200 
Megolastrata, 103 
Mescalero Indians, 59 
Mese, 119 
Meta, 58 

Methodius, 174, 196 

Midwife, 22, 23, 37, 63, 96, 119, 136 

Mildmay, Lady, 224 

Miller, Alma Grayce, 277 

Miriam, 132 

Miti-Miti, 59 

Mixed Chorus, see Chorus 
M*Komis tribe, 42 
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Mnemosyne, 119 
Molza, Tarquinia, 220, 221, 226 
Moon, as goddess, 18, 19, 35, 64, 67, 
89, 92, 109, 122, 297; as protector, 

3, 18, 298; as rhythm of life, 6, 
100; as synchronized to women, 4, 
6, 19, 35, 64, 110; at rites of the 
life cycle, 19, 30, 96-8 

Moravians, 253 
Morrigu, 206 
Motu Proprio, 269 
Mourner, see also Songs, Wail; as fig- 
urines, 65, 84; as goddess, 112, 117; 
in ancient nations, 76, 81, 99, 133; 
in early Christian times, 146, 148, 
162, 180, 187, 188; in primitive 
and peasant groups, 25, 26, 27, 37- 
40, 47, 99 

Mt. Holyoke College, 257 
^‘Mouth of Music,” 49 
Mrt, 75 

Muses, 119, 120 

Music, as commerce, 229; as magic, 4, 
89, 158, 177, 206, 227, 229, 237, 
287, 289; associations with subcon- 
scious, 14, 24, 41, 108, 265; barriers 
against women musicians, see Bar- 
riers; co-ordination of functions of 
composer and performer, 3, 13, 35, 
37, 38, 46, 50, 59, 68, 71, 91, 101, 
102, 105, 106, 211, 218; co-ordina- 
tion of gesture, speech, and music, 

4, 23, 29, 31, 36, 38, 68, 79, 90; 
relations of women to, 6, 12, 19, 
85, 86, 203, 209, 218, 226; separa- 
tion of musicians' functions after 
Renaissance, 229, 275 

Music Clubs, 256, 257, 259, 285, 286 
Musical bow, 5 

Musical doctors, 289; see also Therapy 
Musical instruments, manufacture of, 
5; principal instruments used by 
feminine deities, 68, 117; princi- 
pal instruments used by primitive 
women, see Drums, Flutes, Pipes, 
Rattles; principal instruments used 
by ancient times women, see 
Drums, Flutes, Harp, Lyre, Sistrum; 
principal instruments used by Ren- 
aissance women, see Flute, Harp, 
Harpsichord, Lute, Viol; principal 
instruments used by modern 
women, see Flute, Harp, Piano, 
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Violins; taboos against women's 
use of, 57, 79, 178, 240; weakening 
of taboos in Europe, England, and 
America, 226, 237, 238 
Musical talent, 278, 279, 280 
Mu-Tang, 60 
Mykonos, 99 

N 

Nageli, H., 255 
Nartu, 81 

National Cathedral, 270 
Neddabat, 162 

Neighborhood Home Festival, 291 

Next, 67, 116, 117 

Nekhbiyet, 67, 77 

Nenia (Dirge), see Songs 

Nephthys, 76, 117 

Nereids, 89, 120 

Nete, 119 

New Guinea, 3, 57 

New Zealand, see Maori 

Nicostrata, 119 

Nin-ti, 143 

Noblewomen, 208-12, 216-27 
Noms, 116 

North American Indians, see Eskimo, 
Fox, Haida, Hootka, Hopi, Iro- 
quois, Kwakiutl, Maidu, Mescalero, 
Natchez, Omaha, Osage, Papago, 
Thompson, Tusayan, Zuni 
Nu-Kua, 69 
Nuns, 185-201, 222-4 
Nut, 114, 117 
Nymphs, 116, 117, 120 

O 

Ode, 90; see also Songs 
Offices, see Horae 
Omaha Indians, 56 
Ona tribe, 63 
Opera, 231, 232, 235 
Oratorio, 248 

Orchestra, participation in, 16, 79, 
133, 220, 239, 252, 285; taboo 
against participation, 79, 238 
Organ, 219, 224, 240, 242, 264, 277 
Origny, St. Benoite, 196, 198 
Orpheus, 142 
Orphic H)/mns, 96, 298 
Osage Indians, 47 
Osiris, 112-14, 117 
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Oupingi, 100 
Oya, Queen, 18 

P 

Pal-Den-Thamo, 42 
Pandora, 143 
Papago Indians, 13 
Parthenia, 103, 175 
Patroness, 246, 247, 263 
Paul, St., 135, 166, 179 
Pearl Harbor, 11 
Pectis, 106 
Penthelia, 78 

Peperara, Laura, 220, 221 
Pereira, Lila, 269 
Persia, 29, 87 
Perwich, Susanna, 253 
Phala-Phala Dance, 31 
Phantasia, 101 
Philomela, 118 
Phylarch, 75 

Piano, 237, 240, 263, 277 
Pigno, Cassandra, 223 
Pipe, 5, 9, 48 

Plain song, 187, 190, 191, 243 
Planctus, 146 
Plato, 90, 140, 216 
Play of the Virtues, 200 
Plectrum, 106 
Podblyoudniya, 52 

Poetess-Musician, in ancient times, 75, 
88, 102-8; in mediaeval times, 198- 
200, 210, 211; in primitive and 
peasant groups, 23, 37, 56, 72; in 
Renaissance and after, 219, 225, 
244 

Polynesians, 19, 39; see also Maori 
Port k beul, 50 
Port-Royal, 223 
Posidelki, 52 

Prado, Marina Nunez del, 21 
Praefica, 37, 146 
Praxilla, 103 
Praxinoe, 102 
Prayer of the Virgin, 150 
Pregnancy, 35 
Presentation of child, 35, 36 
Priest, Mr,, 252 

Priestess, see also Priestess-Musician; 
among ancient nations, 69, 74-6, 
80-2, 84, 85, 91, 92, 104, 145; 
among Christians, 155; among 
primitives, 20, 22, 55, 97 


Priestess of beauty, 213-27 
Priestess-musician, 8, 10, 13, 59, 75, 
76, 82-5, 92, 97 

Prima Donna, 228-45; see also Con- 
cert, Virtuosity 
Priscilla, 150 
Priscillians, 150 
Prix de Rome, 276 
Procne, 118 

Professional Musician, 79, 158, 179, 
220, 222, 232, 234-42; see also 
Concert, Prima Donna, Virtuosity 
‘Trogresses,” 224 

Prohibitions against women musicians, 
130, 135, 136, 180; see also Bar- 
riers, Christian Church 
Prophetess, 8, 75, 155 
Protestant Church, congregational 
singing in, 267, 268; development 
of mixed choirs in, 241, 248, 250; 
spiritual independence of women 
lacking in, 230, 262, 266, 282; 
women choirs tabooed, 250, 252 
Provenge, 210, 211 
Puberty, 26, 30-2, 63, 96, 173, 282 
Purification, 134, 153, 166, 176 
Pyanepsia (Festival), 136 
Pygmy tribe, 15, 32, 51, 63 
Pymagoras, 90 

Q 

Quakers, 278, 279 

Queens, as goddess, 18, 73; as spon- 
sors of music, 31, 68, 69, 75, 81, 
83, 161, 186, 187, 206, 208, 209, 
219, 224, 225; status of, 8, 18, 69, 
73, 75 

R 

Radegund, 186, 187 
Radunitsa (Festival), 27 
Raga and Ragini, 47, 90 
Rahonem, 79 
Rattles, 5, 31, 55, 117 
Rebirth idea, 4, 21, 22, 26, 165; see 
also Rites 

Reichardt, Luise, 277 
Reintegration after childbirth, 36, 37, 
134, 176 
Reddadat, 162 
Rejoice, see Cry of Joy 
Reputatrica, 37 
Responsorial singing, 13 
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Rhea, 84, 94 
Rig-Veda, 87, 88 

Rites, 8, 19, 31, 64, 68, 95; see also 
ChildlDirth, Puberty, Marriage, Preg- 
nancy, Reintegration, Presentation 
o£ child, Christening, Death 
Rock paintings, 62, 63 
Rojdnizi, 154 
Rome, 144-6 
Rousseau, J. J., 272 
Russia, choral singing, 17, 201, 204, 
207; folk songs from, 5, 10, 48; 
girls’ schools, 253, 254; goddess, 10, 
27, 49; rites from, 9, 27, 33, 52, 
208; song-makers, 13, 16, 33, 52, 
208; status of women, 17, 201, 204, 
207 

S 

Sacred Marriage, 98, 99, 129, 176 

Sacre Rapprensentazioni, 223 

St. Cyr School, 252 

St. Olaf Choir, 249 

St. Paul’s on the Hill, 250 

Sakti, 67 

Saloni^re, 72 

Salzedo, C., 274 

Samar off, Olga, 242 

Sangerin, 191 

Sapphic meter, 106 

Sappho, 35, 98, 104-7 

Saracens, 210 

Sarasvati, 68, 117, 119, 120 
Sardinia, 37 
Saville, Agnes, 289 
Scholastica, St., 190 
Schools, music in, 236, 252-5, 261, 
285; see also Education, Conserva- 
tories, Colleges 
Schumann, Clara, 234, ^37 
Secret societies, 8, 31, 51, 95; see also 
Clubs, Rites 

Sects, 149; see also Early Christian 
Sects 

Selene, 112, 155 

Selket, 117 

Semangs, 63 

Sem^iniya, 48 

Semele, 92, 101 

Sera, Beatrice Del, 224 

Seri Indians, 63 

Servia, 16, 47 

Seymour, Harriet Ayer, 289 


Shamaness, 57, 59, 60 
Shaman s crystals, 60 
SheU, 29, 84, 109 
Sherbro tribe, 31 
Siam, 16 
Sibelius, J., 276 

Siberia, see Kamchatkans, Koryaks 
Singmeisterin, 191 
Singsong girl, 141, 230 
Sirens, 117, 118, 142 
Sirin, 49, 118 
Sistrum, 75, 79, 117 
Sit-down party, 52 
Smolny Institute, 253 
‘^Sobbing One,” 37 
Sober choral chant, 161 
Soko, 31 
Solomon, I., 238 
Solomon Islands, 13 
Song of Solomon, 105 
Songs, ballads or song-stories, 45, 48, 
51, 67, 103, 209; d&ges, see below, 
Laments; dithyrambs, 85, 93, 103; 
epics, 45, 47, 103; games, 51, 52; 
hymns, 9, 76, 77, 85, 103, 199; in- 
cantations, 3, 5, 13, 28, 79, 90, 101, 
136, 206; invocations, 4, 13, 22, 48, 
56, 77, 88, 93, 96, 101, 150, 206, 
214, 298; laments, 26, 28, 37, 39, 
40, 47, 49, 63, 78, 82, 85, 102, 106, 
148, 162, 187, 189; lays, 129, 208; 
lullabies, 45, 46, 56, 63; lyrics, 16, 
32, 48, 51, 72, 78, 199; personal 
prowess, 16, 19, 20, 51; satiric, 45, 
46; skoHas, 103; spirituals, 207, 
213; tenso, 105, 129; war, 11, 72, 
132; wedding songs, 27, 33-5, 98, 
107, 208; Xmas carols, 214, 219 
Sophia (Wisdom), 150 
Soprano, 180 
Sorceress, 60, 214 
Sorianati, Bartholomea, 223 
South American Indians, see Bolivian, 
Caraje, Dutch Guiana, Ona 
Sparta, 100, 103 
Sponsus, 196 
Steiner, Emma, 241, 277 
Stevens, Georgia, 257, 259 
Stihovdditzi, 13 
Stirling, Elizabeth, 276 
Stokowski, L., 238 
Sumer, 65, 68, 80-3, 115, 143 
Sun Yat-sen, Mme, 128 
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Surinam, 57 

Swinging, 37, 50, 84, 100, 208 
Symbols, importance of as reminders 
of power, 15, 19, 29, 297 
Synod of Antioch, 179 
Syria, 34, 156, 162 

T 

Taboo, see Barriers, Prohibitions 

Tambourine, 9, 76, 79, 117 

Tammuz, 112, 113, 134 

Tangi, 26 

Tasmania, 63 

Taweret, 115 

Telesilla, 103 

Tenebrae, 224 

Tenso, see Songs 

Te Pua, Princess, 17 

TertuUian, 167 

Tesi, Vittoria, 233 

Thargelia (Festival), 100 

Theano, 90 

Thekla, 156, 171, 175 

Themis, 101 

Therapeutae, 157, 159 

Therapy, Musical, 287, 289 

Thesmophoria (Festival), 96, 99, 101 

Thetis, 89 

Tibet, 15, 42 

Thyiades, 92, 97, 101 

Tierra Del Fuego, 63, 64 

Timbrel, 94, 132 

Tithenidia (Festival), 100 

Tone and Rhythm Series, 243 

Torch, 29, 84, 97, 122, 154, 177, 297 

Trinity, Christian, 168 

Trobriand Islands, 15, 49, 50, 58 

Trombone, 240 

Trotti, Alfonsa, 223 

Troubadours, 210-12 

Tuaran Dusuns, see Dusun 

Tuareg, 15, 71, 72, 294 

Tuma, Island of, 49 

Tuomabuoni, Lucrezia, 218 

Tusayan Indians, 97 

T5mpani, 100, 145 

U 

Ululate, 28; see also Cry of Joy, Wail 
United States, communi^ music, 290, 
291; development or commercial 
music, 229; musical dependence 


upon Europe, 279; musical therapy, 
287, 289; pioneer life, 279; rise of 
the professional woman musician, 
238-41; taboos against Negroes, 
235; taboos against women, 238, 
239, 240, 267, 268, 270, 273 
Upton, G., 273 
Urania, 121 
Ustara, 27 

V 

Valenge tribe, 15, 48, 51 
Valkyrie, 49 
Varnhagen, Rahel, 295 
Vassar College, 257 
Veil, 31, 97 

Venetian conservatories, 254, 276 

Venus, see Aphrodite 

Vesta, 115 

Vestal virgins, 115 

Vili, 49 

Viol, 218 

Viola, 220, 224 

Violin, 237 

Virgin, 81, 121, 152, 156, 167; see also 
Artemis 

Virgin Mary, see Mary 
Virtuosity, 226, 244, 245, 260-2 
Viscelius, Eva, 289 
Visvavara, 88 
Volpl^nitsa, 36 

W 

Wagner, Friedchen, 255 
Wau, see also Songs; basis for song, 
11, 26, 37, 77; occasions for, 11, 23, 
27, 34, 37, 75, 78, 100, 133, 148; 
origin of, 24, 25; significance of, 
23-7; stylized, 25, 34, 78; taboos 
against, 178 
Wail songs, see Songs 
Wake, 37, 146, 170 
Walpurgis, Maria Antonia, 225 
Wanyamwezi tribe, 15, 55, 56 
War, 10-13, 116, 206; see also Chorus 
Water, 18, 29, 73, 84, 111, 120, 153 
^Waulking,” 44 
Weddings, see Marriage 
Westminster Choir School, 241, 242 
We'Tonwaan, 11 
Wikmunkan Ghost Clan, 62 
WiUaert, Caterina, 222 
Winilcodi, 199 
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Witch, 214 

Women, as beneficent, creative force, 
108-23, 131, 163, 164, 298; as evil, 
130, 131, 134, 143, 167, 170, 171, 
295, 296; as powerless, 169, 272, 
273, 274, 295, 296 
Work, 12, 13, 42-9, 101, 133; see also 
Songs 

X 

Xylophone, 31 


Y 

Yahweh, 131, 134 
Yugoslavia, 10 

Z 

Zacharias, Pope, 177 
Zammertu, 80 
Zazdrdvnizi, 208 
Zenobia, Queen, 161 
Zither, 5, 146, 178, 200 
Zuni Indians, 4, 9 
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